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Abstract
Creative Project: The Sand, novel manuscript
The Sand is based loosely on a Tasmanian cold case, the as yet unsolved murder of an
Italian backpacker on an east coast beach in broad daylight in October 1995. Events in
the novel unfold over a period of approximately 7 days after the body of Maria Fabri is
found on the local beach of a small Tasmanian town. Several characters offer their
perspectives on the ramifications of this crime on their community, and the conceit of
Curated Fiction is used to enact one of them, Sally Ringholt, as curator— the
commissioner, collator and editor of the other accounts. Several stories emerge in the
wake of an act of shocking violence: stories of acceptance, tolerance, grief, change and
compassion. These are underscored by the dawning realisation that, for the people
resident in this small coastal town, the world has inexplicably shifted on its axis: the
familiar is no longer comfortable, and someone among them has a terrible secret.

THESIS
The thesis defines Curated Fiction as a narrative framework for the
development/construction of long-form works of fiction. Curated Fiction brings together
several concepts from literary theory, including multiple homodiegetic narration, talk
fiction, closed storyworlds and authorial objectivity, unreliable narration, and ethical
considerations of fiction as a site of truth. Additional paradigms are drawn from the
work of Gerald Prince (the “disnarrated”) and Mikhail Bakhtin (“polyphony”). Three
novels are used as exemplars for analysis of these pillars of Curated Fiction: Waterland
and Last Orders by Graham Swift, and As I Lay Dying by William Faulkner. The
dissertation also provides an exegetical account of the manuscript, The Sand, a novel
which draws upon Curated Fiction as its motivating force.
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Creative Work
The Sand
© 2020 Cameron Hindrum

I tell you, ghosts in the ghosts of summer days,
you are dead as though you had never been.
Judith Wright, ‘The Two Fires’

So my devout fits come and go away
Like a fantastic ague; save that here
Those are my best days, when I shake with fear.
John Donne, Holy Sonnet XIX

Für Maria:
In Liebevoller Erinnerung
an ein unterbrochenes Leben
Thank You.
Sally
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And so everything shall be moved into boxes.

I am lost, without the need to keep anything clean. I have no need, really, to be back
here, running my finger along the shelves. I was only walking past this morning, on my
way to the beach to watch the sun come up. A new habit of mine. I take off my shoes
and step onto the sand in the silence. And I wait for the sun.
But this morning I stopped at the door of the Shop. The sign is still in the
window and I should take it down. I didn’t have the key with me so I found the spare I
kept hidden under the permanent small tower of milk crates around the back, close to
where dear Werner used to hide one. I opened the door and walked into the Shop and
stood in that silence instead, looking at the shelves. At the stuff still sitting there. It shall
have to be moved into boxes at some point; no one seems to want it. Is there already a
fine layer of dust over everything, after less than a week? Perhaps. It will not matter. It
should not.
I shall have to find some boxes, to pack everything in. And then—God knows
what to do with it all. I shall need many boxes. Where to find them all, I do not know. It
will take some time, to empty the shelves completely, to leave the Shop empty. To let
the dust settle.
While I stood there, worrying, the sun came up without me. And so the day
started: another day, another box, more dust to come out of nowhere. More telling: take
a breath, Sally, I tell myself.

So this is what happened.

6

The Body

Belinda1
It’s funny how nothing ever changes and I think that’s what I liked most about the
place, and it was something that I realised very soon after moving there. I suppose
different people cope differently with change, but I’d certainly had enough at that point
to see me through for a while so I was very happy to find somewhere where things were
slow. I have never lived anywhere slower than Scamander. Of course, you have to be
careful what you wish for, don’t you? You think you get a handle on things, get settled,
get into a routine. And then, wham! life goes to shit again. All of which is by way of
saying that I have no idea how I really coped with that week—looking back now, I
suppose I didn’t cope, not really. I thought I had a handle on things, I really did. I won’t
go so far as to say I was happy—that would be, what is it, gilding the lily a little too
much. But I don’t want to go on about it. I only have access to computers in a thirtyminute block, twice a week, so. On with it.

I popped into the shop to get a couple of oranges that morning, same as I did every
morning when I was on early shift at the hospital. You were always there. The fruit
trays were always stocked, things were always fresh. A neat trick, really, given that
we’re a good three hours from Launceston and deliveries only used to come once a
week. I suppose you had your ways. That’s how you struck me—some kind of country
thrift queen, making do, getting by, you know? Like our grandmothers, feeding a tribe
for a week on three strips of bacon and some good intentions. I ignored the For Sale
sign in the window. It had been there for months and I suppose I thought, well, if it

1

Not her real name. I know her real name; I will respect her wish not to reveal it.
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hasn’t sold by now, it ain’t gonna, is it? And I’ll admit, I didn’t want the shop to go. I
liked you, and the well organised clutter of the shop, and the fresh fruit. I didn’t want to
go anywhere else for those things.
It was cool for October. I remember we chatted about when it would start
warming up on the coast—and when the summer crowds would arrive. There wasn’t
any traffic on the road that morning, a couple of cars parked in the Beach Access
opposite the Shop. The Spindrift was open for breakfast, no cars in the car park. Fat
Dave would have been twiddling his fat thumbs in the bistro I reckon, wondering where
the breakfast crowd was. How that place ever made any money is beyond me, especially
during the middle of the year. You get a few regulars, sure, but until the place livens up
over Christmas, there’s no one around. And let me say again, that was how I liked it. It
was a good place to bury a few secrets. Not going to get caught up in all that shit,
though. Poor Dave, standing in an empty pub. I was running a bit late, if I recall.
Perhaps there was a car there. Doesn’t really matter.
I opened the door of the shop, heard the bell. Let the screen door close behind
me. The fruit was over the back—don’t know why I’m telling you this!—on trays that
tilted down from the wall. Never a huge selection, supply and demand I suppose, but the
oranges were good that day, ripe and fresh. So what if they were imported. People kick
up a stink, I don’t know. They’re giving someone a job somewhere, aren’t they? Don’t
get the fuss. I still get my vitamin C. Anyway, I had a couple picked out when you
appeared at the end of the aisle.
Good morning Belinda, you said.
Apparently, I said. Too early to tell.
Would you like coffee?
Thank you, not this morning. Better keep moving.
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You were almost my mother’s age. You kept yourself well, I remember, like the
shop, neat and orderly. Do you still keep your hair tied in that loose bun at the back of
your neck? I was always curious about how you never seemed to have a hair out of
place, but that bun looked like it would come apart any minute. And you had that apron
on, the one with the bright blue flowers—the only one I ever saw you in, I’m pretty
sure. And the Shop dress—at least that’s what I’d call it. Dull red, hemmed at the knees.
Zip front. Very practical. Were you wearing a cardigan that morning? I can’t remember.
It was cool, for October. Summer took it’s time arriving that year. You were always
busy, always flitting around. Bustling here, tidying there. In your apron. Smiling. I miss
you.
I think we chatted over the counter as I paid for the oranges. One for breakfast,
one for lunch. You still had the old cash register then, no barcodes here thank you. God,
it really was quaint. Step back in time. I hope this is making sense, I’m not much of a
writer, sorry. I suppose you’ll tidy it up later. All that spare time you have on your
hands now.
Might get some rain later, I said.
Good for the garden. You fished a brown paper bag from somewhere under the
counter. Two dollars seventy, thanks Belinda, you said.
I found the loose change in my small handbag. Small fake leather thing, strap
long gone, a secret Santa present from my old work I think. Probably the only thing I
had left from that time. Small mercies.
Still for sale? I asked, only being polite really.
Not a crumb. Nothing. You put your hands in the pockets of your apron.
Our gain, I said.
Then the door to the Shop opened again. Someone came in behind me. Good
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morning Maria, you said. Your face lifted—you smiled.
Good morning Miss Sally, came a bright young voice.
Enjoying your stay?
Very much. Except for that Dan is lazy.
Italian, I thought.
Yes, he is, you said. Remember to tell him he needs to settle his account. It’s
over a hundred dollars again.
I will do, Maria said.
I turned. She was about twenty years old, ridiculously pretty, shoulder-length
fair hair. Not dressed for the cool; looked like she was heading for the beach. Violet
eyes—I wondered whether they might be contact lenses or something, the colour was so
vivid. Her hair was carelessly plaited. I could see part of a tattoo behind her ear,
disappearing down her neck and under the collar of her shirt, some kind of animal or
something. She had a stud through one of her nostrils. She was shorter than me.
What can I do for you today? You asked her.
I think I will spend today on the beach. Perhaps I could have a sandwich?
No problem love.
Is it safe for the swimming today?
Not off the beach here, I told her. There’s usually a rip, hard to pick it. Better off
down south, near the bridge lagoon.
She looked at me. Those eyes. Bet she was used to fighting the fellas off. Bridge
lagoon?
Down Scamander, I said. Walk over the beach from the lagoon under the old
bridge. Swimming’s pretty good there.
Thank you, she said, smiling. I do not have a car.
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Maybe a twenty minute walk, I said.
She turned and looked out the window, across the highway towards the Beach
Access. You’d vanished, out the back to make the sandwich I suppose.
I think for today I will just sunbathe.
Suit yourself, I said. On holidays? Always time for a swim later, eh?
Yes, she said. I am here for a few more days.
Where’s home?
I am from Italy.
Long way.
Yes. But it is good to travel.
Bet it is. When you’re young.
You appeared with the sandwich. Make you a coffee too, love? You asked her.
Thank you but no. Perhaps I will come back later for coffee.
Suit yourself. Not going anywhere.
Yes, that was your mantra. Not going anywhere—it’s what you always said. I
suppose that was the thing about selling the shop, wasn’t it. How badly did you want it?
I mean, it wasn’t a thriving business by any means, but it scraped by and someone with
a bit of drive could have tarted it up, turned part of it into a little café or something, you
know. That sort of thing. I often wondered whether the sign in the window was just for
show, for whatever weird reason. I didn’t think you were genuinely interested in selling.
You weren’t going anywhere.
I had better be going then, Maria. You gave her the sandwich, in a neat little
paper bag. Remember the slip slop slap, I said.
Maria looked at me.
Sunscreen and all that.
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Belinda’s a nurse, you said to her.
I used to be…never mind. Don’t get sunburned. I touched a finger to the skin of
my arm and took it off again, quickly, making a sizzling noise: ouch.
Maria smiled. I will be okay, thank you. I have the lotion. I noticed her bag for
the first time, the one I would see on the news later. Large, sitting on one of her
shoulders with a wide sort of woven strap. The bag itself was black and had some sort
of design on it in gold, intersecting lines that were all different thickness. They were
cubes, I could see later. Big ones and small ones.
Thank you for the sandwich, she said to you.
Not a worry, love. See you later.
She smiled at me as she turned and I could smell her—something delightful,
coconut or something. Something tropical. Then she opened the door and stepped
outside into the cool overcast day, heading for the highway, unshouldering the bag to
put the sandwich in. She stopped and looked both ways—largely unnecessary in this
part of the world at that time of the morning—and crossed towards the Beach Access. I
watched her until I couldn’t see her anymore.
Lovely girl, you said.
Italian.
Yes. On her travels. Seeing the world.
Staying with Dan…? I turned to you and raised an eyebrow.
Smart. I don’t think…
None of my business.
No, you said.
Thanks for the oranges.
Have a lovely day.
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I put my sunglasses on, opened the screen door of the shop, unlocked my car,
got in. Ellie was sitting in the passenger seat and I said good morning to her. I found a
Fleetwood Mac song I didn’t hate on the car CD player, started the engine, reversed
slowly away from the front of the shop. Another look at the For Sale sign as the front of
the Shop slid away from me. Short drive up to St Helens, routine morning, patient obs
and medication schedules, making cups of tea, fluffing pillows, replacing piss bottles,
checking IVs, absolutely routine. Until the old man appeared in front of me early that
afternoon, white as a sheet and trembling with shock. Routine fucked off after that, for a
good while. If it ever came back.
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Fat Dave
This is roughly what I know. I hope it’s helpful, but I don’t know what good it’ll do.
Honestly, love, what’s the point? Not going to change anything. Bringing it all up again.
You should be taking it easy, putting your feet up. You earned it love. Why go through
it all again?

Only for you, Sal. Wouldn’t be arsed for anyone else.

But look, what is it they say? Mine is not to reason why. If you want it, I’ll tell you. I
spend a lot of my time listening, polishing glasses or tidying shit up while I do it. I don’t
say much. And look, truth to tell, I never had the need until now. I suppose it needs
saying, does it? And I’m probably the only one who knows this bit of it. What Albie
saw. I don’t know how much he told the cops, or even whether he spoke to em at all, to
be honest. Anyway, doesn’t matter I’m here now. I’ll do my best.

Old Albie Dodd, Christ. If he wasn’t pulling ninety years old, he was pushing it.
Surprised me to see him in the bar that night actually, didn’t come in that often in those
days or at all come to think of it. Once in a blue moon, he’d pop in for some stubbies, or
some Stones for Christmas here or there, but that was it. Course we weren’t supposed to
let takeaways out over the bar but what the cops don’t know won’t bite em, what I
always reckoned. May as well run the Spindrift, me, and it’s been that way since
Whitlam had his sook on the parliament house steps so if I want to give an old bloke a
couple of beers off the books it’s no skin off here or there is it. As I said, hardly ever
saw the poor old bugger so it’s not like it was a regular occurrence. Still, wouldn’t have
done it for anyone else. Had a soft spot for old Albie, don’t mind sayin. Anyway, there
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he was one night at the end of the bar, larger than life and twice as ugly. Waiting to
order a meal. While he ate, he talked, and that’s pretty much all there is to it.
He walked on the beach every day, in any weather. Get up a fair old pace too,
for an old fella, walking like he was trying to wind back the clock. Most mornings back
then I would throw me brekky down and head out when the tide was on the make, try to
pull some flathead or blacky salmon off the gutter down south of Shelley’s. And he’d
scoot past me, almost faster than I could jog not that I was ever much of a jogger. Had
that black hound of his, Bessie, lolloping around on the sand like a mad thing, barking
and hollering at the gulls. Dog was nearly as old as Adam too but you wouldn’t know it
on the beach, watching her tear-arse around, this way and that.
I wasn’t on the beach that morning. “On the morning in question”, as I heard the
cops say endless times afterwards. I was having a bit of a morning after, as you might
recall. You were there briefly. We tied a few on with Jimmy Hales’s boy, reckons he
was getting married, the poor bastard. I think you left early. Jesus, I drove the porcelain
bus a couple of times that night, first time in a long time. Amateur compared to Jimmy,
no one tucks the piss away like Jimmy. Sweeps you along in his wake he does, trying to
keep up, bloody fool’s game and before you know it the world’s run sideways and your
legs don’t work. Had a head on me that bloody morning, by the Saints, felt like
someone drilling into a bowling ball. Mouth dryer than a nun’s gash. So all the flathead
and what have you, they were safe that morning, old Dave sprawled in bed swearing off
the piss forever which was really going to be maybe a couple of days I suppose, that’s
about my record these days. And Albie, when he came in that night, this was, what?
Maybe a week later. Anyway, he chatted away about that morning. Wasn’t himself,
really, when I think about it, he was almost—I don’t know, shy or something. Not
himself. But then, no one was really, after that morning.
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Could never figure out, he said, why he was late getting on to the beach. He
slept in or something. He never slept in. So he was late getting on for his walk, but he
stopped as he always did, standing on the lip of the coast, in sand as soft as his skin.
Looked at the flat ribbon of beach rolling away in either direction: as far as the eye
could see north where on a good day you’d make out the distant smudge of Paddys
Island, and south down towards Falmouth. Nothing but beach in either direction. Bessie
trundled off ahead of him, forgetting her age in the freedom of the open air. Beautiful
old dog. Black lab. Albie always started his walks, so he said, with three breaths, each
of them filling him up. He was alive. You couldn’t want for anything with that at your
back door, he says to me. Nothing ever changed. I always liked the feel of the sun on
me. Like the silk of Mother’s dresses when I was a kid.
But he would never know why he was late setting off for his walk. He woke up
late. He didn’t have my excuse—he wasn’t much of a drinker, never had been. Just slept
in. You’re getting on old mate I said to him and he told me to fuck off. He’d never slept
in, ever. Why that morning he didn’t know. He ate his breakfast slowly—hard to
imagine Albie ever doing anything quickly—and then sat for a spell with his cuppa in
one hand and the other stroking Bessie. Said he didn’t know what time it was but the
sun was high. Late morning. Bloke like him, living on his own in a small house along a
line of them scattered against the low dunes, no need for a watch. Almost no one I know
along this part of the coast wears one, at least none of the full timers. Some of the
weekenders do, sorry buggers. For Albie, things happened when they happened and that
was about as difficult as life ever got. The sun going down usually sent him to bed, and
the quiet glare of it in the mornings usually roused him. Not that morning though and he
didn’t know why. The heat of the day called him onto the sand and its cooling in the
twilight sent him home again. Sometimes he fished, some days not, but every day he
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walked from his place nearly all the way up clear to Dianas Basin and back. Best part of
thirty kilometres, round trip. Every day. Fit as a mallee bull, the old bugger. In nearly all
weather too, would take a cyclone to keep him home. Put us all shame, like he was
trying to wind back the clock.
So he heads off north that morning, with the day more flushed with heat than
usual with the lateness of the hour. At a guess, based on when the cops in St Helens got
the call, this was probably around 11. Difficult to say with any accuracy, not that it
really matters now. You have to wonder though. What if he hadn’t slept in? What if
he’d been on the beach in hour earlier? He would have walked past her, sunbaking or
whatever, but alive. Maybe he would have been further north when it happened and then
found her on the way back. Maybe he’d have seen it. Who did it. He’d have heard her.
Christ, makes you sick to think about it. He slept in, and so.
It’s what it was.
He was just about the only bugger on the beach that morning, he said. Him and
crazy barking Bessie. Patsy Hiller was walking her dog in the other direction and later
she says she seen Albie and Bessie. She had walked in from the Beach Access over the
road here, walked south from the get-go so she missed seeing Maria at all, alive or
otherwise. Albie said there a few other people he might have said hi to but he didn’t
immediately recognise any of them. He waved to Patsy and she waved back and their
respective animals showed a bit of flirty interest in one another and that was that.
Everyone going on their way.
Albie’s eyes were shaded under the faded Makita Tools cap he always wore. He
was wearing it, even inside, the night he came in here. Crusty old thing it was, picture of
a drill or something on the side, so badly faded it was pretty much invisible. He was
wearing a t-shirt, flapping around in the breeze. He said he noticed the tide was running,
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pushing north and of course the tide carried her for a while after she was
and that’s why Albie found her where he did, just north of the Beach Access. Whoever
the cunt was who did it dragged her into the water, cops reckon, hoping she’d go out to
sea. You know, that’s why I reckon it wasn’t anyone local. They’d fuckin know better.
Eddies are on shore at this time of the year, unless you can drag something out thirty or
forty metres, it’s just gonna roll back in. I mean, who really knows. That’s the problem.
So Albie’s walking, he liked to stick to the wet tidal sand where it was firmer and
smoother under his feet, and he liked he said to look back and see the shapes of his
footsteps following him in the wet sand. Bessie, always moving, looped in towards him
and then away, running and circling him and loping away with that clumsy lopsided gait
of hers. She would chase a smell up into the dunes or shove her nose around in a clump
of drying seaweed, wherever her fancy took hold. Occasionally a reaching wave would
slide all the way up the wet sand to roll around Albie’s feet and then withdraw, almost
as if it was sorry for something Albie reckoned. He would stop every now and then for
no real reason, look out at the sea, scanning around to pick up the black flicker of Bessie
against the pale backdrop of the sloping beach, kicking a piece of driftwood over with
his foot. Never took anything from the beach, he said. Never a shell, rock, driftwood,
nothing. Never thought any of it belonged to me.
Distantly, on the breeze, he heard Bessie barking. The sound was raspy and
nearly lost on the empty beach, I reckon. He couldn’t see her at first, she wasn’t up on
the higher part of the beach or anywhere behind. He thought she might have run into the
heath over the lip of the low dunes, out of sight, and the sound was carrying back to him
on the breeze. But it was not right for her to be barking like that, sounding so urgent. It
panicked him a bit. He frowned, scanning across the beach ahead of him and back
again. Nowhere to be seen. ‘Bessie!’ he called out. ‘Here girl! Here ya!’
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He was most of the way through his fresh-caught flounder and chips and he
stopped talking. I was, I don’t know, tidying up or putting away glasses while I listened
but I turned to him when he wasn’t talking. His cutlery was frozen above his plate, in
those bony old man’s fingers. His knife started to tremble. All right, Albie? I asked him.
He didn’t say anything. He was staring somewhere, into the dead space behind the bar.
He didn’t meet my eye but his lips closed into something like a tiny smile, I suppose,
and he nodded a little bit. Yeah, he said quietly. All right Dave.

He still couldn’t see the dog and he called again. No sudden streak of a black
shadow anywhere. Still, the barking—Albie had never heard it like that from her, ever.
Constant, high-pitched somehow—woofwoofwoof. And then, a long way ahead, there
she was—barking at the rolling surf like a thing possessed, skipping into the water and
away from it. Must be a fish or something, Albie thought, she’s playing with it. Crazy
bloody dog. Thirteen years old she was, give or take. Albie birthed her himself and kept
her warm against his skin for the first few weeks of her life while he found homes for
her brothers and sisters. No one wanted Bessie; she was a bit of a runt, small and a bit
weedy Albie reckoned. She thrived though but she was getting on in age now but still
crazy as a bloody loon. Bloke had no need for any other company with a dog like
Bessie, Albie used to say. Probably just as well in his case. Don’t recall him ever having
much luck with the ladies. Not that he tried all that hard I suppose. I envied him, truth
be known. Worked when he had to, built his own place, beach at his back door. Wasn’t
in debt to anyone, ever. Old bugger could do as he pleased, almost from the moment he
could stand upright. Not many people can say that in any honesty can they? Everyone’s
tearing around these days, earning money, paying the mortgage, giving themselves
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bloody heart attacks or whatever. Not Albie. He called his own tune. Had to admire him
for it.
So Albie kept walking towards where Bessie was yapping away. The low
breakers shushed beside him as he walked. There was something in the water, he could
see as he got closer. His eyes weren’t those of a young man of course so he couldn’t
make it out at first, might have been a dead shark or something, they washed up along
the beach occasionally. Made good bait if you could stand the wretched stink. Or a seal.
Sometimes the local blokes out of St Helens shot one if they could, if the seals were
bothering their nets and they could get a decent shot off. Illegal of course, with seals
being protected, but it didn’t take much for the coppers up there to turn a blind eye.
Reardon’s a good bloke, don’t get me wrong. Just some days when even a fire under his
arse wouldn’t make him burp, you know what I mean. So Albie kept walking and
smiling at Bessie capering around in the shallows, barking fit to raise the dead, and was
starting to wish he’d brought his knife with him, carve off a couple of slices of whatever
it was for bait, throw the line in later that day, flathead for tea. And he stopped thinking
about what was rolling around in the shallows that Bessie was barking at because it
wasn’t anything, a dead thing from the sea that was all, not all that common but not
unheard of and Albie was thinking about going fishing later and maybe catching more
than he’d eat and so he’d bring a couple of bags of flathead fillets up to the Spindrift
and give em away, dust em in flour and pepper and a bit of lemon juice, sear them on a
hot barbie plate for a minute on each side, serve em with a cold beer and a bit of salad
or something else healthy, God’s own tucker mate, nothing in the world like it and
Albie often gave away fillets like that if he caught more than he needed, bless him he
was a top bloke like that and then he was close to where Bessie was carrying on like a
bloody idiot of a dog and Albie stopped walking because all of a sudden he could see
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what was in the water and it wasn’t something that should have been there it wasn’t
something at all it was a body.
Hit me like a ton of fuckin bricks he said.
Fuckin Jesus.
All right love, he said. She looked young and Albie says he doesn’t know why
he said anything because she was dead. Her bare arms rolled into and away from her
body with the push and carry of the tide. She had longish hair, light brown or dark
blonde Albie couldn’t tell, and it fanned out from her head, teased out by the water.
There were dark marks on her and purplish clumps of bruising on her face because she
was on her back and one eye was open. The other eye had vanished into a huge swelling
that had swallowed that side of her face. There were marks all over her body and Albie
could see them because she had something, a piece of fabric with long strands coming
off it, tied around her neck and she wasn’t wearing anything else. Albie realised without
warning or understanding that the marks on her body were dark because they were full
of blood and some it trickled across her stomach and her legs. There were lots of marks.
Water washed over her again and lifted her gently towards him. The tide was on its way
out and it would soon leave her on the sand, on her back with her eye open with nothing
on. He held out a hand over her, he said, and he couldn’t explain why he did this—it
was just something to do, wanting to reach for her but not wanting to touch her.
Sometimes he did the same thing to Bessie when he was asking her to stay, sit and stay,
there’s a good girl. He realised that the tide was going out and that she would be left
here alone and Albie realised that for all his years he had not a clue in the world about
what to do next. All right love, he said again. He moved his hand up and down in the air
over her. Fuckin hell, he said. Fuck. Albie wasn’t one for the fruity language. I know
you know that.
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All right love. His voice felt weird, like someone behind him had said it. No one
there. He says he took a step away, couldn’t look away, but he was still standing in the
wash of the tide and the water brushed his feet and washed veins of the darkness away
from the marks on her. He turned and looked back along the beach, the way he’d come,
no one. Nothing. He looked up at the line of scattered heath that marked the border
between the beach and the hinterland of low scrub above it and beyond that the
highway. He could see the timber walkway that came down from the Beach Access
opposite the Shop. He stood there looking at it, dumb as a post he said, no idea what to
do. He stepped away from her again. Okay, he thought, a phone. Get someone on the
phone. Tried whistling for Bessie but he was numb by now and his lips didn’t work and
he couldn’t seem to form words in his mouth to call her either. His throat felt tight.
Something was closing around his ribs. Somehow even breathing became an effort, each
one forcing itself in and out and he became dizzy. He thinks he closed his eyes. Steady
yourself, you old bugger, he said to himself. Get to a phone. Stay, he said to the dog but
he didn’t know whether he actually said it or not. Stay girl. Good girl. She was still
bobbing, moving towards the sand and then away from with the action of the creeping
water. It was pushing her slowly away. Leaving her slowly on the sand. He took a
couple of steps. Every action seemed now to be a screaming effort. He couldn’t
remember whether it was then or later that he started shivering. His feet felt like they
were a long, long way away. He trudged up towards the timber walkway, get to a phone
he thought, and the sand rather than carrying or comforting him, this time it was
slowing him down.

He walked across the highway towards the Shop2 without stopping or looking.

2

I will not revisit the events of that morning myself. I will intervene later, as and when necessary.
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He heard cars somewhere, felt his feet hit the road one after the other but could only see
the door of the Shop coming closer and closer towards him with aching slowness. When
he could finally touch it he realised just how exhausted he was. He slumped against the
rough brick wall next to the Shop door for a moment and waited for his breath to even
out a bit. It was coming in jags, all uneven, like he just couldn’t drag enough air deeply
enough. His lungs were like little paper bags, getting smaller and noisier. He was dizzy.
Somehow, he found some sort of calm. He was looking at a row of three or four houses
on the other side of the road, along Ringholt Street, houses that he’d helped build back
in the day. They sat on their drying lawns, quiet and waiting. Good solid houses, joined
timber frames most of them, built to last. Good people in them. Well, one of them was
Tugger Smart’s place and he was dead a good few years now and his boy lived there.
David? Dylan? Something. Albie reached over and opened the Shop door.
He didn’t see you immediately and I don’t think he knew exactly what he was
going to tell you when he did. An ambulance would be no good, that much was certain.
He supposed they should call the police. Reardon and the boys from St Helens would
know what to do. Poor old bugger said he couldn’t stop shivering. He looked into the
Shop as far up the shelves as he could, wasn’t even sure whether he could take another
step. Everything seemed not to be connected to anything else. He was dimly aware that
his legs felt funny—little electric shocks running up and down them, tingly and
unpleasant. His chest hurt and he thought that was simply because he was having
trouble getting a decent breath in. He doesn’t recall thinking about his heart at that
point. Not until Doc suggested it later. You still weren’t anywhere he could see you and
there seemed to be no one else in the Shop. Somehow he dragged himself in, leaning
eventually on the counter for support. Things looked foggy. His breath rattled, and
slowly he realised what that nagging feeling was in the depth of his gut—he was afraid.
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Something he could never remember feeling before.
Finally you were there. You must have been out the back or something,
checking stock or tidying. He felt your hand on his arm. ‘What’s wrong?’ Even in his
haze, Albie could hear the concern in your voice. His mouth opened and closed, trying
to talk and simply not managing it. ‘Uhm,’ he said.
‘What’s the matter?’
Albie shook his head. He felt himself slip down the door a bit. Dear God, he
said, how he wanted to sleep. That was it. So tired.
‘Police,’ he managed to say, finally.
‘Hang on, I’ll get a chair.’ I can imagine you dissolving from the foggy frame of
his vision, disappearing into some shadow or other, and then reappearing holding a
metal folding chair. One of the old ones from the back of the storeroom at the back of
the Shop, I reckon; like the ones we used to sit on in summer when you and I would
while away the hour or so before the Shop closed for the day, sitting outside the door in
that lovely summer quiet. They’d be nearly decades old, those chairs now, the vinyl seat
covers cracking and starting to peel. ‘Not exactly a throne,’ you said quietly to Albie,
‘but it will have to do for now.’ You told me some of this stuff later too. I’m getting the
stories all running together, sorry. I suppose memories do that. Anyway, you snapped
the chair open and placed it next to him, holding his elbow and shoulder to ease him
down into it. I should be clear that Albie’s recollection of all this is very dim—he was
deep in shock, we know now—but I can see it without his describing it. It’s exactly
what you would do. You asked him if he was all right. ‘He looked like death’—do you
remember telling me that later? ‘I honestly thought he’d had a stroke or a heart attack or
something right there in the Shop, he looked like he was just about to check out on me.’
Albie looked at you. He could still only manage a hoarse whisper. ‘I don’t
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know,’ he said. ‘But, but.’
There you are, placing one of your gentle hands on his shoulder. ‘What’s up? Is
it your heart?’
‘Police,’ Albie said again, and swallowed past the lump high up in his throat, the
effort contorting his face. (‘Felt like I’d swallowed a tennis ball,’ he told me. He was
clear about that much. Funny the things you recall and the things that get lost.) ‘Sa,
Sally, call the police. Dead. Dead girl.’ He waved a hand at the highway and the beach
beyond. ‘Beach. She’s dead.’
There she was being nudged around by the tide and he just found her, she was
there. Then you came back with a blanket and laid it across his shoulders and he pulled
it clumsily around himself with his shaking hands and it felt it a little bit better. But she
was dead and he didn’t know what else he could say.

I know you’ve spoken to me about that morning and you probably don’t want to
revisit it too much, but I can’t begin to imagine what it was like, seeing Albie leaning
against the counter like that, all out of sorts—at sixes and sevens as the old folks used to
say. Your first thought was that something had happened to dear Bessie. You helped
him into the chair and waited while he tried to form some words. When he told you
what was wrong, even now I can feel the words creeping around your heart, because I
know you knew. You can’t have actually known, at least not the full picture, but you
picked up on something being wrong because you were always intuitive like that—you
had that sense. Maria. But you had to tend to him first up and he was desperately crook,
poor old sod. No one should ever come across something like that in his own backyard,
let alone someone of Albie’s vintage. Probably a miracle he didn’t cark it from shock
right on the spot.
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‘I think you might be in shock, Albie,’ you might have said, making an effort to
sound calm. ‘I’ll just give Dr Randall a ring, okay?’ He probably hadn’t heard you. He
was staring at the floor and his fingers were bunched tight in the ends of the blanket,
strain showing in the whiteness of his knuckles. You rang the police and you rang the
GP. Put the kettle on but couldn’t remember where the teabags were. The police were
on their way and Dr Randall’s receptionist—young Chloe, I think it was then, Ginger
Halliday’s kid—said he would there as soon as possible, as soon as he was finished with
his current patient. You caught yourself pacing up and down near the cleaning products
while the kettle boiled, trying to focus on what to do for people in shock. You couldn’t
think though. Keep them calm and keep the water up, get em drinking. That seemed
right.
The kettle screamed and you flicked it off, grabbed a packet of teabags off the
shelf and ripped the plastic wrapping off, tearing the box trying to get it open. Didn’t
matter, no time to be rummaging through the cupboards. How did he take it? God, when
was the last time you’d made him one? Didn’t matter, made them both white, no sugar.
Set the cups on the counter and fetched another chair for yourself, sat next to the old
man and clasped one of his feathery hands in yours. When the first police car from St
Helens turned up, pulled into the Beach Access on the other side of the Tasman
Highway what seemed like an eternity later3, his gaze had not lifted from the floor. His
breathing was still shallow. His tea remained—it would remain—untouched in its plain
yellow mug with the flower on it, on the counter near the register, not far from his
elbow. You were still holding his hand.

Daniel Smart—Daniel, that was Tugger’s boy’s name—had a few jobs to do that
3

It was slightly less than ten minutes. For some odd reason—perhaps distraction—I was watching the
time closely. Dave is right though—it seemed like very much longer.
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morning round the house. Mow the lawns, mainly; there wasn’t much of a garden
anymore, that had been the old man’s thing and he was gone now. Had been for a few
years. Daniel still kept it mostly tidy. He’d been back in Beaumaris a year by then, after
his time pissfarting around Europe. Reckoned he couldn’t ever recall having spoken to
Albie Dodd, only really knew him by sight. Just a crazy old loner, Dan reckoned, and
most of the young-uns around the place probably saw him that way.
Anyway, I’ll bet Dan had his shirt off that morning, flexing those muscles of his.
He told me later he’d finished mowing the front lawn when he looked up and saw Albie
Dodd a way off down the street towards the main road. He was shuffling in the general
direction of the Shop, in Dan’s words, leaning over his feet almost like he was lurching,
as though the top half and the bottom half of his body simply weren’t cooperating with
one another. Dan stopped dragging his mower around the back to do the small lawn
there and watched him for a while, watched him sag against the brick wall next to the
door, look around, eventually lean over and wrench open the door of the Shop,
disappear clumsily inside. Too early in the day to start drinking, Dan reckoned. He
chuckled at this he said and continued into the backyard, where the lawn would take less
than half an hour and then he was going to wax his board and head down to Falmouth to
catch some breakers later in the afternoon. So he didn’t see the police car from St
Helens pull into the Beach Access car park about ten minutes later, or Dr Randall’s car
pull up in front of the Shop a few minutes after that. He got on with the mowing,
dumped the clippings in a makeshift compost heap down the end of the yard, enjoyed
the sun on his bare skin. Didn’t know any of it, especially not the worst of it, until later.

You offered to make Dr Randall a cup of tea while he listened to Albie’s chest,
took his pulse, examined his eyes with that little light pen thing. Always wanted one of
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those. Randall didn’t say anything so you made him one anyway, just white again, more
to have something to do really. Randall was a little bloke, remember? Always looked
like his clothes were swallowing him. His bedside manner was often a bit short of the
mark in my opinion. Nice enough bloke by and by. Never in a hurry, ever. Perhaps he
thought if he took his time then medical conditions might take his lead and politely wait
for his attention before getting any worse. I usually avoided trying to see him myself,
because he didn’t usually bulk-bill and only because the advice he ever had for me was
to lose weight. Honestly, mate, I said to him once, if it was that simple I’d write a
bloody book about it and make myself a packet.
‘Hmmm,’ he said when you brought him the cuppa and left it on the register
next to Albie’s, which was untouched and stone-cold by now. Perhaps you could barely
remember sipping anything from your own, although it was early empty. Randall said
that Albie was in shock and his heart was beating oddly. Out of rhythm or something,
you told me later. He would give the old man a lift up to the community hospital at St
Helens and have him admitted for a few days, for observation.
Dr Randall stood up and started to pack his gear away when you noticed
someone at the Shop door—Pilfer Harris, the Senior Constable from St Helens. Bit of a
tearaway in his youth, old Pilfer. Been up the station for decades, seemed like. One of
those old-fashioned country cops, always preferred to kick your arse and send you home
to save the paperwork. If you needed a night in one of the holding cells out the back of
the station to cool down or sober up, his missus would bring over a plate of eggs and
bacon for your breakfast in the morning. That sort of old school. Don’t see it much
anymore. Anyway, he was slowing down a bit in his old age, reckon he must have been
getting close to the bugger-off handshake and the gold watch when all of this happened.
‘Sorry to bother you Sally,’ he said from the doorway. Wouldn’t come into the
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Shop, the bottom of his navy blue uniform trousers and his feet were soaked and sandy
and he was a thoughtful bugger like that. ‘Got a bit of a situation on the beach down
over yonder. Wonder if I could borrow a sheet or something?’ By this stage you’d
composed yourself—put the shock to one side, focusing on what would need to be done.
Best to remain cool in a crisis. All the same, I know you struggled, trying to keep
steady, appear like nothing was a bother, keep your hands from shaking. Told Pilfer
you’d go out the back and have a look. You said bye to Albie first who was being
helped out of the Shop by Dr Randall on one elbow and Pilfer on the other, into the
Doctor’s car. Promised you would come and see him, pop in and feed Bessie. Is that
when it occurred to you that no one had seen Bessie that morning? Very strange—the
old girl would normally have been right by his side.
So as Dr Randall slowly backed out and turned onto the Tasman Highway to
head north, you went out the back and had a look in the small storeroom. All you could
find was the old single bed sheet you used to cover the fruit and veg trays of a night. It
was something old Grandfather Werner used to do, I know, so you kept it up after he
died. It was plain blue and faded now, getting thin in places, but it really was all you
had. Did you hold it tight to yourself for a moment, there in the quiet of the small
storeroom of the Shop your grandfather built? Every time you closed your eyes, there
was that smile. That poor girl.
You handed the sheet over and told Pilfer the kettle would be on all afternoon if
he or anyone down there needed a cuppa. ‘Good on you love,’ he said, taking the sheet
and stuffing it under an arm. He took off a hat and ran a hand through his hair, which
you noticed was much thinner than you remembered. ‘There’ll be a few blokes around
shortly. Might get pretty busy down there for a while. Reckon they’ll be grateful.’ He
thanked you again and headed away down towards the beach. You let the Shop door
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close between you and then you opened it again.
‘Excuse me.’
Pilfer Harris turned. ‘What’s up, love?’
‘I think her name is Maria.’
Harris was gobsmacked. ‘How…’
‘She was in the Shop this morning.’
He hesitated. It occurred to you then, for probably the first time, that something
like this was well beyond what country cops like Pilfer Harris were used to. Dead
bodies in car accidents, yes. Some bloke a few beers in getting too rough with the wife,
maybe breaking her nose, yes. But this was something else, something completely
beyond business as usual.
‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Someone will be over to talk to you soon I reckon. Okay?’
‘Thank you.’
He turned for the beach again, had to wait for a couple of cars to pass before he
could cross the highway. I reckon you watched him and thought again how none of it
made sense, not here in Beaumaris on this lovely Tuesday.
As Pilfer Harris walked across the highway, a second police car pulled up and
the new young bloke got out. Perks. Don’t know a lot about him—keen but green, as
they say. Think he lived for a while up in town as a kid. You watched him get out of his
car and head down to the beach. Harris followed a minute or two later. And then there
was nothing to see for a few minutes, just the quiet of the Shop and the dreadful
sensation of that weight in your stomach.
And then Daniel Smart bolted past, down Ringholt Street towards the highway.
Screaming her name.
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By now I was out of the front of the Spindrift myself, watching the police cars
pull up and thinking how something must have happened down on the beach. As young
Perks and Pilfer Harris disappeared down the Beach Access path, another local cop
appeared, Johnny Waverly, nice enough bloke this side of sober. He was carrying
something limp-looking over his arm, brightly coloured but soggy and I realised it was a
beach towel. I could see some red and yellow. He had the boot of a police car open and
was carefully trying to get the towel into a plastic bag when he looked up and Dan was
almost on top of him. ‘Who is it?’ I heard the young bloke ask. Waverly dumped the
towel in the boot of the police car and put his hands up. ‘No no no no no mate,’ he said
so loudly I could hear it clear as day from the best part of a hundred metres away. Then
he was talking more quietly although I could nearly imagine it: Can’t go down there
mate. Dan was pointing wildly at the Beach Access path and his volume was still up. ‘I
need to know who it is! I can help youse!’ Waverly was patting the air between them,
the essence of calm. This is a full-on situation. You need to stay up here. We’ll talk to
you very soon. The young bloke was clearly worked up and in hindsight of course I
don’t blame him. Waverly turned back to the car and the minute he broke eye contact,
young Dan was off like a hare, streaking down the other side of the car and onto the
path, gone like grease. He would nearly have been on the beach itself before Waverly
even realised he wasn’t in front of him anymore. And when he did, he moved quicker
than a man of his age and portly stature has a right to, I can tell ya. Must have shat
himself. In any other situation I would probably have been pissing myself laughing, but
not today. I didn’t know anything then but nothing felt right, you know?
I flicked the outside door of the pub closed—only a couple of locals at the bar,
told them I’d be back in a tick—and walked around the corner to the Shop to find you
standing there, hand over your mouth, watching what I’d just seen. ‘What’s on?’ I asked
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you.
‘Dave,’ you said. You leaned into me and for the first time that day there were
tears—might have been the second time in thirty years I’d seen you do that. When old
Werner died was the first and that was not long after I first met you. ‘The girl,’ you kept
saying, ‘the girl.’ That was all I heard. So we just stood there and I didn’t ask you
anything else and we waited and watched the police cars to see what would happen next
and I remember it was so quiet and after a little while I felt your head resting against
me, against my shoulder. I’m guessing it was about one, one thirty by now. We stood
there. There didn’t seem to be anything more we could do, did there? I don’t think I’d
ever known the place to be so quiet. I liked that you were resting your head on my
shoulder. That was something I felt I could do.
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Ben Smart
I remember my brother handing me a photo of this girl he’d met in Europe. Somewhere
in the south of France I think. It was not long after he’d returned. It was the photo that
would end up staying for years in a little frame at one end of the public bar of the
Spindrift Hotel, with one of her silver bracelets in front of it that Dan found later in her
things before they were all packed up and handed over to her mother. A tiny memorial
to the ghost girl, the girl no one knew but everyone mourned. Name’s Maria, Dan told
me. Bella Maria of my soul. She was beautiful insofar as I am any judge of female
beauty. She was plainly rather than overtly attractive; the photo, of her head and
shoulders, was taken outside and the sun flared just over her left shoulder, threatening to
wash out her appearance completely. Her skin was lightly olive, her eyes dark and
gentle, a small silver stud glittering in the sunlight from close to the bottom of her left
nostril. She was smiling so that you could see the pretty whiteness of her teeth. Her
shoulder-length hair, inexpertly dyed blonde in my humble opinion, fanned out from her
shoulders as though the camera had caught her in the act of turning her head towards it.
She looked coy, as if she had something secret she wanted to tell you. I admit to being
entranced. She was beautiful—not cover-girl beautiful as I said, like the sort of girls to
whom Dan was usually attracted. But she had something—well, it seems nearly boring
to say so now, but she had a certain je ne sais quoi.
Dan had mentioned that she was coming to stay with him. I suppose he had. I
can’t recall the precise moment when he might have said so and I can’t remember when
she was supposed to have been arriving. No doubt it is buried in one of our occasional
text messages to each other; the truth is that in the months leading up to her death we
hadn’t spoken much, or seen really anything of each other. There were things; you
probably know what they are, everyone down there does, but that is only a small part of
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the story really and I know I shouldn’t read too much into it. Mostly it was just life
getting in the way, as it surely does. I had also just moved in with Jason and I know
(although, unlike Dear Departed Kevin, he has never made his views on the matter
explicit) that Dan has never been comfortable with having a gay brother. But I won’t go
into that now; it will come, as it inevitably does.
Dan was busy as well, holding down his usual two or three casual jobs I
suppose, gardening here or home maintenance there, or deckhanding on the decreasing
fleet of deep-sea boats operating out of St Helens. And let’s be fair, he was as capable
of picking up a phone as I was and I suppose that as we headed into our twenties we
simply didn’t need each other as much. Our parents were both deceased, he’d been set
up with our father’s old house, we had no connection to the sparse collection of aunts
and uncles dotted around the island, so we had no need for regular contact. I knew
where he was and vice versa. We were available to each other when it was necessary to
be, and as we arrived at the Day in Question I suppose that that’s all things had become.
Nothing malicious or intentional in it. Just—how things were.
Anyway.
Moving on: we had the police scanners on in the editorial room that afternoon,
standard practice to try and pick up a story early, but no one was paying them much
attention. I was finishing a piece on the city council’s generous donation to a local
charity that supported homeless people, worthy news but boring as paint, and I’d got up
to make a coffee. As I walked past the editorial room I heard the old haunt mentioned,
clear as a bell: ‘Beaumaris’. I stopped: the reception wasn’t fabulous but I could make
out the important details. DPx, deceased person unknown, on the beach just north of the
Beach Access from the Tasman Highway, opposite the Spindrift Hotel. Two officers in
attendance, third en route, Major Crime and Forensics also dispatched. State Pathologist
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being notified. My first thought was that some old duffer had keeled over while walking
the dog—happened to Frank Beams, my good friend’s dad, when I was nine—but that
scenario would not have required Forensics or the swinging dicks from Major Crime.
Something had happened—potentially newsworthy.
I walked back to my desk and fished my mobile phone out of the drawer. I could
see Alex Hough, the Chief of Staff, on the other side of the office cubicles and I waved
a hand at him while dialling my brother’s number. When Hough finally looked at me,
Dan’s number was ringing so I pointed with my free hand to the editorial room and
made a “listen!” gesture by cupping that hand to my other ear. We rarely used sign
language in this game so he looked a bit confused before slowly wandering over to the
doorway and listening.
Dan’s phone kept ringing, voicemail still being a necessity beyond his
requirements at that stage—well, he still doesn’t have it. I cancelled the call and sent
him a quick text message, call me when u get a chance, and walked over to join Hough
at the door of the editorial room. He hadn’t heard enough at that point to know what was
happening.
‘Body’s been found on the beach at Beaumaris,’ I said. ‘Person unknown. Major
Crime are on their way.’
That got his attention and his spiky little eyebrows arched. ‘Something wicked
this way comes, then.’ Spare me, please, from men who don’t pluck and randomly quote
Shakespeare.
‘Seems so.’
‘We have to verify. Get onto the police directly, find out what you can. Elaine’s
on the police rounds this arvo, I’ll flick it to her if there’s anything in it.’ He moved off,
‘Let me know,’ tossed back over his shoulder like one of his cheap ties.
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I dialled the inside number we had for the police radio room; in normal
circumstances it would have been picked up by a contact we’d had for years who was
usually very congenial and friendly with the details. Turns out she had that particular
day off, gastro or something I learned later. Unimportant.
‘Radio Room, Constable Holder.’ Damn it.
‘Ben Smart calling from the Herald,’ I said. All business, no BS when talking to
the Law, first rule of journalism. ‘Seeking to confirm reports of a deceased person
located on the beach on the east coast today.’
‘Nothing to confirm at this stage.’ Holder sounded very young. First week on the
job, I surmised for no really good reason.
‘Can you deny?’
‘I’m sorry, but I have no details.’
‘Can you confirm that two Major Crimes detectives have been dispatched to
Beaumaris in the last hour or so?’
‘I can’t comment on operational matters.’ Holding the line like a pro. I had been
quick to judge, it seemed. I came at the issue from another angle, with some minor
exaggerations in the interests of getting what I needed. I’m sure you understand.
‘Constable Holder, I have been listening to scanners for the last ten minutes.
There has been chatter between the local officers down there. I can tell you that a body
has been found on Beaumaris Beach.’
‘Then why are you wasting my time?’ Oh, he was good.
‘I’m simply trying to verify.’
There was a pause. I may have detected the muffled sound of Constable Holder
conferring with someone else in the radio room with part of his hand over the
mouthpiece of the phone. Eventually:
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‘Okay,’ he said, ‘this is all you’re getting and for now it is off the record. We
will release a statement in the next couple of hours and until then, silence. Understood?’
‘Of course.’ I reached for a pen and the only blank writing surface I could find,
the back of a takeaway pizza menu. I know how cliched that must sound but it’s true.
‘Officers from St Helens are currently responding to reports of a disturbance on
Beaumaris Beach. As is procedure with such incidents, the presence of the Major Crime
Division has been requested.’
‘Disturbance?’
‘I cannot disclose further details at this time.’
‘Names of the Major Crimes Ds?’
‘You need to stop pushing your luck, mate.’ I was convinced now; this was
definitely not Constable Holder’s first tango.
‘Who reported the disturbance?’
‘No further comment. Details forthcoming at the appropriate time, in the
appropriate format. Thank you.’
I was halfway through asking whether there had been any calls to 000 when he
ended the call. I understood his reticence—partly professional, partly because he
actually may not have had that many details to hand as yet—but it did nothing to dispel
my professional sense that something serious had happened on the beach. Major Crimes
do not routinely get called out to ‘disturbances’. If there was a dead body on the beach
and they’d been sent down there, the clear inference was the involvement of foul play to
some degree. There is nearly always a clear pattern in these situations, I knew: the more
reluctant the police are initially to say anything, the more there is to be said. I left my
cubicle to find Hough, and when I presented my succinct summary of the chat with
Holder to him, he agreed.
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‘I think Simms is in St Marys, covering some open garden day or some shit.
He’s got a camera with him. Get onto him and tell him to head up there. Tell Elaine to
check in with her contacts, I know she’s got a couple.’ Off to my left, Hough’s assistant
was on the phone to Declan Simms in less than ten seconds.
My mobile buzzed in my pocket. In all the excitement I realised I’d missed a call
from Dan. I rang him again and this time he picked up.
‘Sup?’ he said.
No time for small talk. Not such a bad thing in itself. ‘Are you at home?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Can you do me a favour? Something’s happening on the beach down there, near
the motel car park. Across from the shop. Can you see anything?’
‘Hang on, I’ll go out the front.’ I could hear screen doors whisper open and
groan shut as he walked into the house and through the front door. He was two houses
back from the corner of Ringholt Street; he almost had a clear view all the way down
towards the highway. ‘Anything?’
‘Yeah. Couple of cop cars down there.’
‘Anything else?’
‘Not really. One of the cops is carrying something back from the shop. Looks
like Pilfer Harris. Other one’s that fat cunt Waverly.’
‘Feel like playing journalist for me? Go down and have a sniff around?’
‘Nuh. Nothin to do with me.’ He hawked up and spat out gob of phlegm, a
marvellous sound through the tinny earpiece of my phone. Ever the charmer, my little
brother. ‘Going to meet Maria down there later. If they’re still there then I might be
curious.’
‘Maria’s here?’
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‘Been here a few days now.’ I caught the tone in his voice: you should have
known that. Keep up, will ya?
‘How is she?’
He didn’t answer immediately. I thought I heard him say: ‘Hang on, that’s…’
‘Dan?’
‘Fuckin Waverley’s got the towel I gave her.’
Everything snapped cold. I knew immediately. I tried to speak around the knot
of fear that had grown in my throat.
‘Jesus—Dan!’ The volume of my voice spiked dramatically and I could sense
heads snapping around but I couldn’t be worried about that now. And anyway, he was
gone, running, his frantic steps echoing away from the phone where he’d dropped it.
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Constable Nicholas Perks
My name is Nicholas Godfrey Perks, graduated second intake, December 1994. At the
time of these events I was Constable (First Class), Badge No. 12619. Upon graduation I
completed six weeks in Traffic Division, Hobart, and was then posted to St Helens
where I completed six months’ probation on general duties, after which probation was
approved without incident on the recommendation of St Helens and Districts Officer in
Charge, Senior Sergeant Raymond Reardon. At the time of the events described
hereunder I had been stationed at St Helens for nearly twelve months. I tender the
following record of those events and my involvement in them without prejudice. You
should note that I am only able to offer the degree of candour possible in this account
because I am no longer employed by Tasmanian Police, and therefore I am no longer
bound by stipulations or decrees of professional confidentiality.
On the morning in question I had been assigned to specific speed reduction
duties in the vicinity of the area known as The Gardens, approximately twelve
kilometres northeast of the St Helens township. OIC Senior Sergeant Reardon was on
annual leave at the time and my assignment had been issued by acting OIC Senior
Constable John Waverly. I had been engaged in this assignment for approximately
seventy minutes, without cause to issue either warning or notice of infringement, when I
was contacted by St Helens Station by radio. A report had been received via phone that
a deceased person had been located on Beaumaris Beach, approximately thirty
kilometres south of my current location, and all officers were required at the scene to
render assistance as required. As such my current assignment was negated and I was
instructed to report with due urgency to the vicinity of the Spindrift Hotel and the beach
path opposite, adjacent to the Tasman Highway. I immediately complied and drove
south, through St Helens towards this area. Given the perceived degree of urgency, I
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activated the lights on my police vehicle but I did not activate the sirens, so as not to
create any undue alarm in the community—especially as, at this point, I was not fully
conversant the details of the situation. Travel time from the location of my speed
reduction duties to the area identified in radio contact was approximately twenty
minutes.
*
Upon arrival at the small car park from which Beaumaris Beach is accessed at this
location, I observed two police vehicles already in attendance, surmising that these
belonged to acting OIC Senior Constable Waverly and Constable Phillip Harris. The
vehicles were not attended. At this stage there were no other vehicles in the small car
park area and traffic on the Tasman Highway was light. A dark green sedan proceeded
past me from this vicinity towards St Helens at an acceptable speed. I later learned that
this car was driven by Dr Paul Randall, who was conveying Mr Albert Dodds, aged 91
and the gentleman who had discovered the deceased, to St Helens Community Hospital.
There being no need for me to remain in the car park and nothing else to
observe, I proceeded to enter the beach itself, via the narrow path. This path is unfenced
and bordered closely on both sides by thick coastal scrub and small trees. A sign at the
end of the path advised caution in the surrounding area owing to the nesting patterns of
several local seabird species. At the end of the path is a drop to the beach itself of
perhaps one and a half feet or approximately half a metre. Arriving at the beach by
means of this path, I observed Officers Waverly and Harris standing some fifty metres
away to my left, in the immediate vicinity of a deceased person. I could determine that
Constable Harris had something tucked under his arm, light blue in colour. I am aware
now that this was a sheet he had obtained from Miss Sally Ringholt, proprietor of the
shop on the other side of the Tasman Highway, with which he intended to cover the

41

body so as to protect it until such time as a proper in situ forensic examination could
commence.
On a higher part of the beach, directly above them and also therefore off to my
left, I observed a crowd of perhaps two dozen people standing in a loose group. The
surface of the beach seemed mostly flat although I could discern several sets of
footprints and I concluded, not unreasonably, that these belonged possibly to some
members of the aforementioned group or to my colleagues, Officers Waverly and
Harris.
From this vantage, I could determine no other significant features of the beach or
anything that might have related to the discovery of the deceased person. It was not until
later that I was informed by Constable Harris of a patch of disturbed sand, possibly
including some blood stains, some seventy or eighty metres to the south of the body’s
location, i.e. to my right as I stood at the end of the access path. Harris informed me that
this patch of sand was approximately seven metres in diameter and that he had
recovered some items from the uppermost edge of it: a beach towel, sunglasses and a
handbag which he surmised belonged to the deceased. At that specific time, I had no
knowledge of these items. I would suggest that they were collected and appropriately
stored by Constable Harris but I am unable to provide a clear indication as to precisely
when this occurred.
At this time I felt it was necessary to determine names of members of the public
I observed that a group of approximately 10-15 people
*
Policing is one of those jobs where you learn things as you go. You can’t possibly learn
it all in forty weeks of training, and they tell you that. Keep your eyes and ears open,
they tell you. You’ll pick up the wisdom of the ages.
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I learned early on that a lot of blokes in the Job use humour to lighten a
situation like the one we faced that day. It’s partly a defence mechanism, partly a
barrier against the shitty reality of what we frequently deal with. You might not
understand it if you were to experience it yourself—there’s not much to laugh about at a
car accident or a scene where someone’s died by their own hand—but at the same time,
it’s good to release the tension somewhere, in a way that’s at least relatively healthy.
The attempt I made that day was pretty lame, and I didn’t include it in my
report. Some of the higher ups in the Job will complain that that renders the report
incomplete but I no longer have to worry about that. I walked across the beach towards
Harris and Waverly, ignoring the small crowd that had gathered but absolutely willing
them to fuck off, and with every step I took across the sand that afternoon I was steeling
myself for what I would find at the feet of my colleagues.
‘Jesus,’ I said to them when I got there. ‘We’re going to need a bigger boat.’
‘This is fucked, Nick,’ Harris said. ‘She’s been done over with at least two
weapons.’
There was silence, briefly.
‘The prick’s dragged her into the water hoping the current would take her
halfway to New Zealand,’ Harris said eventually. ‘But it doesn’t look like he got her far
enough out for that. Onshore eddy’s running north today, fetched her up here.’
‘Someone ought to stay down there with it,’ Waverly said quietly, looking south
down the beach. ‘Christ knows what sort of evidence is down there. If it’s still there.’
He shuffled past me, and I noted that he was careful to step in footprints he’d already
made. ‘Jesus,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘She’s my daughter’s age.’
*
At this point I made careful observations of the deceased lying in situ. I have been
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impacted significantly by what I observed that day as it was clear to attending officers
that death was the consequence of a violent assault. I note formally that I have been
impacted in line with regulations concerning Workers Compensation and the Tasmania
Police Occupational Health and Safety Guidelines issued 4/1998 which stipulate that
serving officers exposed to trauma in the ordinary execution of their duties are eligible
to receive counselling and/or ongoing medical consultation with appropriate
compensation if there is a diagnosis of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. The nature of
the impact on me is with regard to nightmares consisting of intense and detailed
‘flashbacks’, fluctuating levels of anxiety and difficulty in sustaining personal
relationships.
Deceased female supine. Approximately 20–25 years of age. Left leg slightly
bent, right leg straight. Small streaks of blood drying on them and further up on thighs.
Female naked with the exception of a bikini top pushed gathered around the throat. This
item appeared to be light blue in colour. No other item of clothing was evident either on
the body of the deceased or in the immediate vicinity. No jewellery or other personal
items were evident on initial inspection, although I subsequently determined that the
deceased’s left nostril was pierced with a small diamond-like stud. Several dark-coloured
pock marks observed in cluster just under the ribs and tracking down towards the groin
in line. Several similar marks in the area of the upper chest, including a large wound
approximately fifteen to twenty centimetres long angling from the base of the throat up
and to the left, partly obscured by the resting position of the aforementioned bikini top. I
surmised that these marks and injuries were a series of stab wounds. Deceased female
appears to be lightly coated in sand from forehead to feet, thicker in some places than in
others, most likely a consequence of being washed by the action of the tide post-mortem.
I observed that the deceased had spent some time in current location being lapped by the
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tide but that tidal action was now in recession and the deceased was lying on damp sand.
Sand had mingled with blood from the aforementioned wounds and was also matted
through the pubic hair as well as congealing on lower torso. A significant amount of blood
pooled on the sand under her, leading to some conclusions regarding the length of time
she lay in situ, and consequently the timing of assault which had occasioned death. Right
arm lay flat against the body, perhaps so positioned by tidal action. Left arm lay outward
from the body at an angle of approximately sixty degrees. Left hand upturned, palm open.
Fingers of left hand were slightly curled and scratches evident between the wrist and
elbow, some of these marked with dried or drying blood. I formed the initial conclusion
that these were defensive wounds. Severe and distinct bruising and swelling to her face,
especially down the left side. A significant wound in the shape of a crescent, began at the
hairline above the left eye and angled upwards diagonally towards the centre of her skull.
Appeared to be a broad impact wound, perhaps caused by a blunt instrument, at which
the skin has separated with the resulting injury matted with blood, sand and hair. Her left
eye was open and staring unfixed. Her right eye was closed and largely concealed behind
heavy swelling and deep discolouration as the result of severe bruising. Her mouth was
slightly open, a line of blood present emanating from it across her right cheek. Significant
bruising was apparent along the left jawline, suggesting one or more impacts by a fist.
Her nose appeared to be broken. I could not observe whether any teeth were missing as
her mouth was not sufficiently open and I was not prepared to make such an inspection
without gloves or the presence of a suitably qualified forensics investigator. There was
dried or drying blood matted with sand in both ears. Her hair, possibly reaching below
shoulder length in normal circumstances, was also heavily matted with blood and splayed
outwards, also oriented that way by tidal action. I could at this time determine no other
evidence that was immediately apparent or worthy of note, relating either to the

45

circumstances or details of this apparent criminal act or to the identity of the deceased
young woman.

After I completed my inspection of the deceased Constable Harris covered her with the
sheet. In retrospect I accept now that this action ran counter to our initial responsibilities
in preserving the crime scene as effectively as possible. It was also at this time that
Constable Harris and I briefly discussed whether we should move the deceased person
away from the damp sand and we concluded that we should not: I made clear to
Constable Harris my opinion that the deceased ought to remain in situ until the arrival
of the forensics unit and/or until such time as the current location of the body could be
formally documented, i.e. photographed. Constable Harris then proceeded south to join
SC Waverly. I determined at this point that we should undertake several operational
procedures in order to preserve evidence and maintain the integrity of the scene as best
we could in the circumstances. The first such procedure was to clear the beach of any
persons not involved or likely to be involved with the pending investigation. I
approached the aforementioned small crowd who had gathered near the upper edge of
the beach to the north of the access path and informed them that they were to leave the
area immediately unless they were directly able to provide police with any information
that may assist with enquiries. I fielded several questions, many of them addressed to
me with some urgency, and I did not provide any answers to these. At that time and at
no time since have I provided any response to any query from a member of the general
public in relation to this matter. As a result of my direction and subsequent silence the
crowd dispersed and within a matter of minutes they had all vacated the beach.
I determined that two further operational procedures ought to be enacted as soon
as possible. I formed the opinion that, insofar as it was possible, the beach in its entirety
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ought to be closed to public access until further notice. I was aware that such a
procedure represented a significant logistical difficulty, given the very long extent of the
beach and the very high number of access points available to the public, some of them
via private property, along that extent. Effective and successful closure of the beach
would require a substantial amount of time and significant human resources, neither of
which was readily available to the three police officers in attendance at the scene at that
time. Upon quick consideration of these matters I formed the subsequent view that
closure of the beach in total would not be feasible. In retrospect I fully accept that this
would have been the only certain means of completely preserving the integrity of the
crime scene and maintaining any remaining evidence, such as footprints, but reality
determined that such closure could not be easily or efficiently managed and I decided
not to pursue the matter further at that time.
I am mindful of the criticism that this decision has attracted in the intervening
period of time, both from the local media and from investigating officers attached to the
Major Crimes Division, namely Detective Constable Owen McCoy and Detective
Sergeant Paul Whitaker. I wish to place on record that I did not pursue the matter of
beach closure with Constable Harris or SC Waverly on the afternoon in question
because of the judgements I had formed and which I have just detailed. I am further
mindful of other procedural errors made in the initial attendance of the crime scene by
myself and officers Harris and Waverly, namely the preservation of any footprints and
the complete isolation of onlookers from the relevant areas of the beach so as not to
contaminate or interfere with (unintentionally or otherwise) any such evidence as may
have been in situ at the time of our arrival at the scene. I concede in this regard that the
clearing of onlookers from the beach such as I have just described occurred much later
than it should have and that the area should have been completely cleared immediately
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upon arrival of the first attending officers.
At this time I returned to the car park via the small access path. I was intent on
commencing a further operational procedure, that of establishing a roadblock at or near
the entrance to the Beach Access car park and stopping cars for cursory examination
and searching, for the purposes of determining any information which may prove
relevant to the pending investigation. On my return to the car park I observed that OIC
St Helens and Districts, Senior Sergeant Raymond Reardon, had arrived. I was intent on
apprising him of the situation on the beach, including information relating to the
deceased that I had surmised, and also discussing with him the establishment of the
roadblock. However, as I approached Senior Sergeant Reardon, an agitated young male
appeared behind him and any such matters I wished to discuss were for a time
neglected.

By exercise of some patience and some insistent but respectful questioning I was able to
clarify that the young man’s name was Daniel Smart, a casual labourer, residing at 3
Cross Street in Beaumaris. He claimed to know the identity of the deceased and that if
this identity was verified, he further claimed to be involved in a relationship with her.
His clear intention was to enter the beach and view the deceased and it required
significant but reasonable physical effort on the part of Senior Sergeant Reardon and
myself to prevent this from happening. I repeatedly made it clear to Mr Smart that to
view the deceased would be profoundly upsetting for him. While we were remonstrating
with Mr Smart, Constable Harris had returned to the car park and offered to convey Mr
Smart to Dr Randall’s General Practice for the purposes of providing such appropriate
medical attention as he required.
The forensics investigation unit and two Major Crimes Division detectives
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arrived a short time later. The body was extensively photographed and samples
collected from under her fingernails, her hair, her mouth and vagina, from the sand that
had dried on her body and from the blood that had pooled under her, as well from the
patch of disturbed sand some tens of metres to the south of the access path. The
personal effects of the deceased, such as had been recovered from this area of the scene,
were also photographed and initially documented, they being:
•

One large beach towel featuring a sunset (or sunrise) design in distinctive red,
orange and yellow colouring;

•

One pair of sunglasses, branded with the letters DKNY, with large brown frames
and metallic inlay;

•

One dark brown wallet approximately twenty centimetres in length, possibly
leather or similar material, containing:
o A total of $594 in Australian currency, cash and coin
o A single condom, intact in its packet
o Two small colour photographs featuring several individuals unknown
o A small amount of foreign currency in cash, some Italian and some
possibly from Singapore
o A small yellow cigarette lighter, plastic case, of the kind found in most
service stations
o Several receipts for various sundry items, resulting from purchases
within Australia
o One university student identification card with photograph, issued by the
University of Milan, in the name of Maria Elisabeth Caterina Fabri
o One business card for Elite Taxi Services, Melbourne.
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When in situ examinations were completed I observed the careful placement of the
deceased into a dark blue zip-up bag which was in turn lifted carefully onto a stretcher,
so that it could be conveyed to the car park and placed in the morgue ambulance which
had by this time arrived from Launceston. I noted that the time of removal of the body
from its location on the beach was 3.55 pm. I had by this time been present at the scene
for approximately three hours. I noted that as the morgue ambulance departed,
Detectives Whitaker and McCoy were not present at the scene, either in the car park or
on the beach.
At this time I resumed my earlier initial discussion with Senior Sergeant
Reardon with respect to the establishment of a roadblock in the immediate vicinity of
the beach car park. He declined my suggestion on the grounds that a significant amount
of time had passed for such a measure to achieve anything other than, in his words,
‘annoying members of the public’. Instead he instructed me to drive to St Helens and
there purchase half-a-dozen shovels and a quantity of flywire mesh, and return to the
beach with these items. Officers Harris, Waverly and I were to commence sieving the
area of disturbed sand in the hope of locating any items that might constitute evidence.
He had by this stage already contacted the Police Training Academy, he informed me,
to enlist the help of cadet officers in conducting line searches along the dunes to the
north and south of the crime scene over the next week or so, in hopes of locating and
identifying such implements as might have been used in inflicting the extensive physical
injuries upon the deceased.
At this time Senior Sergeant Reardon also expressed his initial concerns to me
about what had occurred. He noted that Ms Fabri’s wallet remained full of cash, which
would suggest that theft was not a motive for the attack on her. Initial forensic opinion
indicated that there had been no vaginal penetration and so sexual opportunism could
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initially be ruled out as a motive. He relayed to me his concern that, in his words, a
beach is a ‘bugger of a crime scene’. His concern focused on the use of at least two
weapons in the attack: there were multiple stab wounds and at least one blunt force
injury to the skull. To Senior Sergeant Reardon, this suggested some element of
preparation—i.e. premeditation. He could understand people having a knife on them on
the beach—people were fishing along there all day, every day—but the blunt weapon
was another matter. At this time he conceded to me that until we could learn more about
the nature of this weapon, and depending of course on the results of the sieving and the
line searches, we would have, in his words, ‘almost nothing to go on’.
I facilitated the purchases per his instruction and returned with them to the
beach. On unloading the items from my police vehicle I observed a large black dog,
recognising the breed as a Labrador, lying by the entrance to the Beach Access path. I
could not recall having seen the dog otherwise during the afternoon. I later learned that
the dog was named Bessie and belonged to Mr Albert Dodd, the elderly gentleman who
had reported the discovery of the body. In a moment of levity I instructed the dog to
return to its home.
Officers Harris, Waverly and I undertook operations relating to the sieving of
sand from the disturbed area previously identified for approximately another two hours,
until such time as daylight receded to the point where continuation of this activity
became impractical. We located nothing of significance to the investigation.

[Report ends.]
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Fat Dave
I think you decided to close the Shop proper at about one or half past one? Not long
after I joined you. You’d made two dozen rounds of sandwiches by then and taken them
over to the car park, had the old urn constantly boiling for tea or coffee, but after Dr
Randall left there were no actual customers. On top of all that you were starting to run
thin yourself, looking like you’d fold any minute. Very weepy.
‘I told them I’d be here to help,’ you protested.
‘We’ll keep an eye on things for a while,’ I said. ‘Then maybe head over to the
bar for a drink.’
Ultimately you didn’t need much convincing. Wrote a sign, ‘Closed due to
Unforeseen Circumstances,’ and taped it to the door. Scratched your head and then took
it down again and added, ‘Available if needed. Ask at the Spindrift Bar.’ And under
that, in smaller writing: ‘Bella Maria.’ You taped the sign back up again.
You turned the urn down in case tea or coffee was still needed and you asked me
to remind you to come back later and turn it off completely. You gathered the array of
used mugs—Albie’s tea was still untouched in his—and took them out the back to wash
them. You didn’t say anything and I didn’t push you. All up I really had no idea what to
say, to be honest. I really still had no idea what was happening at that point, except that
apparently someone had died on the beach, someone you knew or at least had been
chatting to and Albie had found the body. I waited outside while you finished up,
flicked lights off and such. There was a growing collection of cars across the road now,
half-a-dozen or so, and the car park was pretty much at capacity. It was rarely that full
even at the height of summer. I couldn’t know for sure whether they were all police
cars. The newspaper might have turned up by then and there was a van with the blue
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and white police checkerboard pattern and the words ‘Forensic Unit’ above it. The large
sliding door was pulled open and I could just make out trays of bottles, gloves, tools,
bags, all manner of stuff, all very neatly labelled and organised. Men wearing
sunglasses were standing around talking, some on radios. Another bloke was madly
scribbling notes. I couldn’t see Dan anywhere. One bloke was talking with his arms,
pointing down to the beach and then sweeping a finger back up towards us.
You were next to me then, arms crossed and quiet. I swear you’d aged a few
years since that morning. You were looking across but I’m not sure you were really
seeing any of it and eventually I was able to coax you around the corner and across the
car park of the Spindrift into the public bar. Within a few minutes you were nursing a
reasonably loaded gin and tonic. I heard you say you wouldn’t drink too much in case
you had to speak to anyone. I unlocked the till, checked the fridges, pulled a tray of
glasses out of the dishwasher.
‘They ought to leave you alone for a while,’ I said, starting to put glasses away.
‘Be busy over there, I reckon.’
‘Did I tell you I saw her this morning? She…’
Your hand went up to your mouth.
‘Leave it Hon. You don’t need to tell me.’
So there was silence for a while.
‘Young Dan fair bolted…’ I didn’t know whether you’d seen.
‘She was staying with him.’
‘Oh, right.’ I’d finished the glasses by now and was wiping a cloth along the
smooth dark timber of the bar, for no real reason. Something to do. ‘They’ll probably
want to have a good talk to him then.’
‘Who knows?’
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Silence again then, for a while. I gave up pretending to have anything to do and
poured myself a beer, sat on my stool at the end of the bar opposite you. Close enough
to twenty-five years behind this bar and I thought I’d seen it all, marriage proposals
(real and mucking around), squabbles and fights and broken noses and what have you,
bragging and black eyes and bullshit from Wednesday to breakfast and back again,
fishing stories, every shade of spew you can imagine, domestic tiffs, kissing and making
up and then screaming at each other again by the end of the night, every foul four-letter
word known to man and God. Tonka Preece and his missus christened the Ladies loos
with their new found marital affections for one another one night after spending the best
part of the previous hour absolutely shellacking one another, you useless cunt this and
you fuckin selfish arsehole that and the next thing she’s screaming his name at the top
of her tinny voice for all the bloody world to hear, oh Tonka, fuckin give it to me. You
didn’t know whether to laugh or cry coz you knew that’s how their time together (and
they’re still together far as I know, for better or worse, although Tonka’s working the
mines in WA now, leaves her alone a lot of the time and maybe that’s the secret) was
going to play out, swings and roundabouts and a fist in the face and then more fucking.
She was all right, bit on the short side, nice tits. What was her name? Buggered if I can
remember, curse of old age and all that. Think it started with B. None of it mattered
though, that afternoon, sitting in the quiet of the pub. Normally I hate those long empty
afternoons. Time just seems to die in the corner, you know? But everything seemed, I
don’t know, unimportant now, trivial, like there was nothing else to do but be quiet and
it was the most important thing in the world.
After a while a few blokes wandered in. The grapevine had fired up and word
was spreading that something had happened on the beach and they all had questions for
each other and for me, not that I was any good to answer them. Poor girl’s body was
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barely warm on the sand and the gossip had already started, that’s how places like this
are though, people need to know. If they don’t know in most cases they’ll go along with
what they’re told until they get a good reason to believe otherwise. Sometimes they
never do. I paid no attention, or more honestly, I usually tried not to. People like me
who just pour the beer, we shouldn’t take sides in my experience. Generally I’m happy
with that unless I think there’s trouble brewing. Trouble was a bit of a funny thing that
afternoon though. Any trouble we might have had with each, anything that might have
been slowly going wrong with our lives, paled in comparison to what had happened a
few hundred metres away on the sand that morning.
I’ll close off for now with what happened later in the afternoon. In places like
ours, small and mostly out of the way, a strange sense of family tends to grow with the
locals—sure they’ll rip shit off each other after a few beers but when it’s needed they’ll
pull together and help someone through a rough patch. Just how it is. No one in the bar
that afternoon knew Maria to speak of, except probably for you, and even then you’d
only met her once or twice in the Shop, fairly briefly. None of us knew anything about
her except that she’d arrived on our doorstep and wouldn’t be going home.
By about half past four there were twenty-five or thirty people in the bar, all
locals. The cops came in later when they’d done all that could be done for the day and
the two detectives from Launceston came in for a meal just after six. Tired and shitty
they were too, specially the red-headed one4. I gave them all a drink on the house,
figured it was the least I could do since their day had been much worse than mine. But
at about half past four I decided something needed to be said, I don’t know, my kid’s all
grown up now and flown the coop well and truly, hardly ever hear from him but when
he was young I could never have imagined losing him. I suppose I can’t imagine it now

4

Paul Whitaker; the other one was Owen McCoy.
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for that matter but it seems different. I hadn’t thought about him much lately. I tapped a
butter knife against the side of an empty ten-ounce beer glass.
‘Listen,’ I said. ‘Today’s been, ah, pretty tough around the place on a few people
and hopefully we’ll get to the bottom of what’s happened and ah, I hope you can all
raise your glasses and spare a thought for the young girl and her family where ever they
may be. And, yeah.’ Not much of a silver tongue at the best of times, me, but it didn’t
matter.
‘Maria,’ you said, lifting your third gin and tonic to the level of your shoulder.
‘Maria,’ a chorus of mostly male voices whispered, their glasses up.
‘Thanks everyone,’ I said. ‘We’ll be open as long as we need to be tonight,
depending on what people want. Take care of yourselves.’
It never occurred to me until much later that whoever did the poor girl in might
have been in the bar that afternoon. That thought has kept me awake a few nights, I
don’t mind telling you. I just couldn’t fathom it. There is no way of ever knowing. Not
now. I don’t think.
‘Good onya Dave,’ someone said, might have been Donger Gleeson. And then
three empty glasses appeared on the bar and I went to work. It was, after all, good to be
busy. There is a lot to be said for it at times like that.

There is one other thing. It was getting on a bit, 10pm or thereabouts. You’d left
well before then because the two detectives wanted a statement from you and you
figured, might as well get it out of the way. You stopped after the third gin and tonic,
water after that, so you figured you were okay to talk to them. I had someone walk you
home regardless. I hope you remembered to pop in and turn the urn off on the way.
Anyway, I was taking some empty wine bottles out to the bin which was tucked in
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against the side wall of the pub. I chucked them in and took a good few deep breaths of
fresh air, the tang of salt on it, walking down towards the highway. A police incident
van had arrived from somewhere or other and was now the only vehicle left in the
Beach Access car park. Everything seemed finally calm and quiet again, though who
knew for how long. As I watched the van, a black shadow flickered out of the darkness
next to it, ran behind it and out towards the highway.
‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Bessie.’
She looked at me briefly and then turned away again, headed south down the
Tasman Highway towards Albie’s small house nestled in behind the beach a few
kilometres away. I suppose she’ll wait until the old bugger comes home, I thought,
although Christ knows when that’ll be. Have to pop in and feed her. Good dog. Waiting
there all day. I watched her as she vanished into the highway, black into black, and she
was gone like a ghost.
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Belinda
Quiet, Ellie, I said.

Near 10.30pm that night. I hadn’t been home long, had my shift extended because
Dorothy Rann called in sick again, the malingering old cow. Another of her
“headaches” no doubt. I was exhausted. Poured myself a finger of scotch and I was
about get ready for bed when there was a knock at the back door. Of the very few
people who ever visit me and there really aren’t very many, almost no one knows where
I live which is the way it must be, no one uses my back door. I had not heard a car come
down the long drive from the highway.
Who is it?
Need some help. A male voice. Youngish, rough.
An urgent flurry of thoughts—what can I defend myself with? Axe is no good,
out in the shed and the handle needs replacing anyway. I have never and will never now
own a firearm. I picked up the half-empty scotch bottle off the kitchen counter, hid it
behind my leg as I opened the door.
What kind of help?
Hurt.
I could see him standing in the poor light of the naked globe above my back
door. I will not describe his appearance or give you his name. I’ll only say that he
looked like he’d fought off a tiger. Scratches and congealed blood everywhere. I should
add that I did not know his name at the time, but I have learned it since.
What happened?
Fight.
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I…I don’t have…
You’re a nurse.
Yes but—
Fuckin fix me up.
I don’t know—
Not in a fuckin mood to argue.
My fingers tensed around the cold neck of the bottle.
All right. Come in. Just there, no further.
My back door opens into a small laundry and he would come no further into the
house than that. I left the back door open and told him to stay there while I scrounged
up what meagre first aid supplies I had around the house—some gauze pads, half a tube
of antiseptic cream. I had no bandages to speak of, and bandaids were simply not going
to cut the mustard for the wounds he’d presented with. I cut a couple of old tea towels.
The blood was very dry, caked like little shards of plastic on his skin.
These might be infected, I said to him. Couple of them are quite deep. You’ll
need to get them checked out, you might even need stitches.
Not fuckin happening. Gimme the bottle.
I passed him the bottle of scotch. He flicked the top off and it flew past me
somewhere, skittered against a wall. He drained it in a couple of slugs.
But you’ll need to—
I’ll take me chances.
He dropped the bottle, the clunk it made hitting the floor heavy in the small
room. I was focusing now on my breathing, actively willing my hands not to shake.
Got any food?
I don’t really—
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Yes or fuckin no. Food?
Stay here.
I found half a loaf of bread and some apples, which I put in the bag with the
bread.
Better than nothin.
I tied the last tea towel around one of his arms, having heavily swabbed the
scratches with the antiseptic cream. It really did look as though I was getting to these
injuries far too late but I didn’t say anything else about it. He had some scratches on his
face but I wasn’t going to touch them. They didn’t look too bad, although one of his
eyes was slightly swollen. Someone had given this bugger a good thrashing. I couldn’t
join the dots at that point—I was in varying degrees of shock from the moment I heard
the knock, I think now—and when I did finally piece them together, later in the silence,
there was no way it seemed real. It still doesn’t. I find myself hoping now that I was too
late in getting to some of those deeper scratches, hoping for sepsis, spreading cellulitis,
slowly strangling his circulatory system from within, crashing his blood pressure,
preventing perfusion of the organs, slowly shutting them down one after the other.
Death would arrive on the other side of a good 24 hours of agony. Sometimes I think I
would have liked to stand over him while it happened, keeping my hands to myself.
That was the extent of our conversation; until I was finished and he was patched
as best as I could manage. He took a step through my back door and turned to me, halfshadowed again by that naked globe above the door.
Tell anyone I was here, you’re a fuckin dead cunt.
He looked at me, daring me to doubt him. I did not. I may have waved a useless
hand at him, go away please, but I closed the door and he was gone. I leaned against the
door after I closed it. No way of knowing how long I stayed there. Even Ellie had made
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herself scarce, unusual for her. I told her that everything was okay.
Until now, I have never breathed a word of this, to anyone. Not even after I was
arrested. I’m sure you understand. I wasn’t going to chance seeing that young man
again. Ever.
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The Morning Between / The Day After

Ben Smart
Some people say you live twice when you write something down. I remember flirting
with the idea of keeping a diary when I was a kid but I never really took it seriously.
There were only so many times, I realised, that I could write about trying to surf or
walking on the beach or getting sick of asking Dad to play cricket in the backyard with
me. As I’ve come to writing some of these things down, I’ve realised there are things
that I really don’t want to live again, but to avoid them would probably be dishonest.
The thing about what happened to Maria is this: when something huge comes out of
nowhere and really sets you back emotionally, it—well, it provokes clarity. After
stumbling around on automatic pilot, sometimes a tragic event drops you back in the
driver’s seat, whether you want to be there or not. Even if the driving is only a
distraction.
Hough gave me the rest of the week off, three working days, on what he called
special leave. I thought I might need longer but would cross that bridge when I
approached it. I rushed home from work that afternoon, threw a few clothes and other
bits and pieces in a bag, left a note for Jason (still at work) with a promise to call,
jumped in my car and hit the road. In normal circumstances I would have appreciated
the drive east, especially the long drive through the valley towards St Marys, after
which the road twists and descends down to the coast through gorgeous stands of old
eucalypts, the side of the road dropping away dramatically in places. There was an
inevitability about it that afternoon though, the sense of being pulled towards
something. I didn’t really know what I would encounter when I got to Beaumaris, and I
62

didn’t really know where to start thinking about it. Just take it as it comes, I told myself.
Be whatever it needs you to be.
Dan, I found out later, had been dropped off outside his house by Dr Randall’s
receptionist, with two Temazepam and instructions to call him in the morning if he felt
unwell. By then, Maria’s body was awaiting a full autopsy in the basement morgue of
the Royal Hobart Hospital. Dan boiled the kettle, slugged a generous measure of
bourbon into the cup of tea he made for himself, took one of the Temazepam and
collapsed on the couch in his small loungeroom. The house was quiet and oddly cold, as
if the silence had somehow established the temperature. Her things were still in the
second bedroom at the end of the hall: a few books stacked on the low table by the end
of her bed, clothes folded neatly and piled on the floor around her suitcase. He could
not, he told me later, bear to think about entering the room at that point. He had popped
his head around the door that morning to ask whether she wanted Vegemite on her toast
for breakfast.
‘Vegemite is disgusting,’ she’d said. He was teasing her, knowing this would be
her reaction.
There was a bright purple bear sitting on her bed and of course the bear would
still be there and Dan just didn’t know how he’d be able to look at it now. It had je
t’aime written across its belly in fancy cursive script. He’d bought it for her in Nice on
the Côte d’Azur during that heady, endless, intoxicated week when they’d first met. Dan
didn’t know what would happen to her stuff; he supposed somehow it would have to be
sent home. Or someone would come, her family or something, to collect it. Dan had
never met them.
He’d been home for about an hour when I pulled up on his lawn, there being not
much in the form of a driveway. None of the older houses around there really had one.
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He told me later that he was worried I might have been the cops coming to speak to him
and it was bad to have bourbon on his breath and a sleeping pill trying to fight its way
through his system. He knocked back the rest of the drink anyway. Fuck em, he thought,
they can come back later. Or never.
‘Surprise,’ I said, when my younger brother opened the door. It was then,
finally, leaning on the door frame of his small cottage in the town at the end of the
world, that Dan began to weep. There was no conversation to speak of that night—the
Temazepam he’d taken was desperately trying to kick in and I told him I didn’t know
why he was fighting it. He couldn’t argue. He made me go down the hall to make sure
her bedroom door was closed and then he hugged me and said thanks for coming and
shambled to his room, a fuzzy invitation to sleep on the couch and a see you in the
morning punctuated by the closing of his bedroom door.
And there I was. Back in the fold.

I managed to get some sleep, although ‘uncomfortable’ doesn’t begin to describe
the couch in Dan’s loungeroom. It had been cheap thirty years ago and it sagged badly,
sucking me inexorably into the join between the seats and the back. My calves sat on
the hard arm at one end, my neck on the other arm, which was harder even than the two
pillows I’d managed to scrounge from a small cupboard in the laundry. My feet were
angled into space. It must have looked ridiculous. Somehow though, I slept, and woke
before light the next morning in a perfect vault of silence. Shapes in the room slowly
came into focus and there would be no more sleep. I had a blissful moment in the quiet,
watching shadows connect into shapes as my vision sharpened. I looked at the
television, perched on an upside-down milk crate pinched from the shop across the road,
nestled snugly into the corner of the room. The room featured little else: a bookshelf
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composed of planks and bricks with perhaps four books in total on it, a lamp on a cheap
table next to the couch with a bong tucked in behind like a child taking refuge behind
mother’s skirt, standing out from the clutter of tobacco packets, used matches, an
ashtray and loose flowering cluster of cigarette butts; and a large glossy print of a
rainforest scene, all dark green shadows and moisture, hanging slightly crooked on the
wall opposite me. Nice blokey chic décor, Brother, I thought.
I shifted my weight, the listless mass of the couch moving sluggishly under me,
and sat up. I rubbed the heel of my palm up and down the right side of my neck as hard
as I could, trying to ease the cramping in those muscles. I could feel the strain all the
way down my back, as if my spine was twisted, and some careful stretching would be in
order soon. I needed Jason for a massage and I was surprised at the twinge of
homesickness I suddenly felt for him. In the scheme of things, we’d only been together
for a couple of years and living together for a fraction of that, but we’d never spent a
night apart since he’d moved in and it felt strange. I had vowed at one point that I would
never come back to this part of the coast, although I was an Angry Young Man then,
quite full of myself if I’m honest, but even so this was not the homecoming I wanted.
And missing my beautiful man, with his massage hands gifted from Heaven, was not the
reaction I’d expected.
Anyway.
Stretching, then—a poor substitute, but needs must and all that. I straightened
my back as much as I could on the inert couch and gripped my hands together, slowly
raising them above my head, locking my elbows and reaching for the ceiling. Pushed
them as far as they would go, counted to five, let the tension go and then did it again. I
swivelled my head and tried to place my chin on my right shoulder, then my left and
back again. The cramping eased slightly. A walk would help, get some of that clean
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coastal air and I was sure I could get a couple of kilometres in without waking Dan and
then get back and get some breakfast on.
The door into the kitchen was closed but there was light behind it, tracing its
edges and framing it like a picture. Dan must have forgotten to turn the light off before
going to bed. I leaned forward off the couch and stood up, stretching again, thinking
maybe I was better off on the floor. I carefully walked over to the door, turning the
handle slowly, opening it towards me. Dan had not forgotten the light; he had, quite
likely, been sitting at the kitchen table most of the night. He was staring at a packet of
cigarettes and rolling it over and over in his fingers, over and over. A cup of something,
full, was sitting by his left arm. He was still wearing what he’d been wearing when I
arrived.
‘Thought you’d taken a pill?’
‘Fuckin thing didn’t work.’ He sniffed. ‘Neither did the other one.’
‘Back on the smokes again?’
‘These are hers.’
Over and over. It wasn’t a new packet; the plastic cover had been removed and I
could see the large white panel with the health warning, appearing and disappearing.
Smoking when Pregnant May Harm your Baby.
‘You’ve been there all night.’ It wasn’t a question.
He nodded.
‘I didn’t hear you come through the lounge room.’
‘I was quiet. Didn’t wanna wake ya.’ Over and over. ‘Besides, you were well out
of it. Thought you might have taken a pill.’ He nearly smiled. He knew my background.
I ignored it. ‘Want some breakfast?’
‘Dunno. Don’t reckon I’m up for eating.’
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‘I’ll throw something together anyway and if you want it, great, if not it won’t
be a hassle.’ I ran a hand through my lanky hair. A shower. That’s what I needed.
So my plans for a walk were shelved and that was okay. Of course I hadn’t come
all this way for the exercise. I walked over and picked up the cup next to him—it looked
like coffee but was refrigerator cold—and poured it down the sink. I opened the small
fridge and noted anything that might be useful—eggs, half an onion, juice. I pulled them
out and left them on the scarred timber bench that joined the fridge and the sink.
‘Got any bacon?’
‘Dunno, try the freezer.’
I closed the fridge door and opened the freezer above it, which was empty
except for a nearly empty tray of ice blocks, half a packet of peas and a bottle of vodka
with barely a mouthful left in it. ‘Vodka’s hers too,’ Dan said. Over and over, went the
packet. Coffin nails, I remember Dear Departed Kevin calling them. Don’t ever bloody
touch em, boys.
‘Well,’ I said, looking at the paltry fruits of my scrounging. ‘Can do a kind of
omelette, I suppose.’
‘Yep,’ I heard Dan say. He had the packet open now, running his fingers along
the neat row of butts, packed in tightly, waiting. Finally he pulled one out and dropped
the pack on the table, the sound sudden in the small room, not quite lost in the racket I
was making looking for a frying pan. The cigarette was in his mouth as he stood up and
grabbed a packet of matches off a shelf near the stove. The sky was sharpening with the
first light of the sun.
‘Get outside with that,’ I said, flicking on one of the hotplates.
He turned to look at me. I hadn’t been entirely serious—this was his house, of
course, he could do what he wanted. He did not pick up on my levity—and in hindsight,
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fair enough, it probably wasn’t the time—and looked at me with those wounded eyes,
eyes that had seen their world drained of its colour. It is difficult to convey how I felt
about him that morning. He looked terrible, pasty and puffy, but that was to be
expected; he’d taken sleeping medication but hadn’t slept. I suppose I was reminded
again, in that look he gave me, how little I really knew of him. There are reasons for
that, and we’ll get to them. Anyway. I shrugged by way of an apology. He said
nothing—he and my father had that in common, an ability to make an answer out of
silence—and let his gaze fall away from me, grabbing the packet off the table and
shouldering his way past me, shoving open the back door with an elbow, thumbing open
the box of matches.
I began chopping the onion, wetting my hands to try and stave off the tears. The
knife wasn’t especially sharp and so the onion was more hacked than chopped, the blade
pushed through more often than not with the palm of my other hand. Soon I had a
neatish little pile of onion pieces, irregular and clumsy. I flicked open cupboard doors
again looking for oil and found a bottle, canola, with barely a dribble left in the bottom.
It whispered savagely as I poured it into the heated pan and dropped the onions in,
stirring them around with a fork. The smell of onions softening and sizzling was
inviting in the small room, comforting me slightly against the truth outside.
I could see Dan pacing on the dry grass outside the window. His face, the stringy
mess of his hair, the ruby tip of the cigarette were bare outlines in the very early light.
He had smoked when we were young. I had too if I’m going to be honest; we’d post a
lookout on the small school oval at lunchtime while we nicked behind the large gum
tree near the goal posts at the bottom end, and getting off the school bus a stop early to
walk home slowly round the back way, empty bags hanging slack against our backs,
puffing away like the men we desperately wanted to be. We’d flick the smokes
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downwards to conceal them behind our palms if a car came along. Dutchy, that was his
name, the big kid at school who spoke with a funny accent and whose father owned the
newsagency in St Helens for a while. Dutchy was our supplier. Ten cents a smoke, the
transactions usually taking place in absolute silence in boys’ toilets near the library. We
bought ten at a time and went without the fruit we were supposed to buy at lunch that
day. I kept mine in this blue plastic case that was supposed to have some maths stuff in
it, a compass and a protractor and whatnot. Ten cigs would get us through the week and
if need be we’d top up again on Friday for weekends. Dutchy must have made a
fortune—especially since he wasn’t paying anything for them, but nicking packets here
and there from the newsagency storeroom when a new shipment came in.
I gave it away when we finished high school—by then I might have
cottoned on that it was wildly unhealthy. I say that now; who knows. I was still only a
kid and didn’t really know anything. (Well, that’s not quite true—I did know one thing,
with almost disarming clarity, by that point: girls were not for me. I’ll come back to
that.) It helped that Dutchy’s dad sold the business and they moved south somewhere I
think, and I never saw the funny-sounding big kid again. Dan took a year off after Year
10, a gap year before they were trendy, and got a job. He did some casual work as a
deckhand, some gardening around the local parks and gardens for the shire council.
He’s still on that gap year, really, when I think about it, eight or nine years later. I
thought he’d quit smoking too, if not at the same time as me then a couple of years later
when our mother Fran died very quickly of bowel cancer, when I was nineteen and he
was seventeen.
I poured a splash of milk—real chefs never measure anything, I remember Mum
saying once—into a bowl and plucked a few eggs from the carton I’d parked on the
bench, cracking them one-handed and letting the yolk and the white slide into the milk.
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I whisked the mixture with a fork; if Jason were here he would demand the inclusion of
chives, grated cheese, and some ground black pepper, but Dan would have to forego
such niceties. I knew it didn’t matter. Dan had stayed on the Coast long after there was
any real need to—Dear Departed Kevin succumbed to his final and most serious stroke
three years ago and that was the last time I had been back, for the funeral. I didn’t really
attend the funeral, not in the sense of being physically present in the room while it
occurred, but again I will return to all of that. Thank you for your patience.
Apart from the three months he’d spent tripping Europe with some mates, Dan
had stayed here, in the next door to the one we’d grown up in, surfing and sleeping in,
working either when he needed to or when work was available and chilling out, to use a
phrase he would most likely have used, in between times. In a way I envied him for not
following the tide of his generation away from the Coast and its tiny hamlets and
villages and into the cities, to university, to neat little brick houses in the suburbs and
nine to five jobs and cute kids, and a mountainous mortgage that would keep them in
work until they’d forgotten the sound of the waves. That, of course, was my path, minus
the cute children—except that I didn’t regret it, for a second. In fact, I’d felt more
compelled than most to leave; I didn’t miss the sound of the waves—it would never
have been loud enough to keep me here.
Anyway.
I grabbed the fork I’d used to stir the onions and flicked it around the egg
mixture again before pouring it into the pan on top of the onions, sprinkled the whole
thing liberally with frozen peas and turned the heat down. Grabbed the kettle from its
spot on the bench, filled it and flicked it on. These simple things: there was comfort
again, in them, something that seemed safe in moments when nothing else could be
known. I asked Dan through the window whether he wanted a cup of tea and he shook

70

his head. The cigarette was finished. He turned away from me and the window and
looked towards where the sun was beginning to whisper into the day. I was struck by
that as well—how many countless times had it happened, to everyone, all over the
world? How could an act over which we individually had no control whatsoever herald
such vastly different tidings? As though each day was presented in the same box, but in
always vastly different and often confusing shapes, that we had to fit together somehow.
I couldn’t find any bread, or the toaster, so the omelette such as it was would
have to stand on its own. I rinsed a dusty cup from the makeshift shelf above the kettle,
dropped a teabag into it and waited for the kettle to boil. Carefully, not quite
successfully, I eased a knife under one side of the omelette and flipped it over. The
kettle hissed its plume of steam against the window, taking the delicate colours of the
sunrise briefly out of focus. When I took the plate bearing half the omelette out to Dan
he’d lit another smoke and was sitting on the ground leaning against the back wall of the
house. He put his plate on the ground and looked at it for a while, wrapped his arms
around himself and turned his gaze back to the sky. The cigarette angled out of his left
hand over the plate. I flicked the hotplate off, made my cup of tea and scraped the rest
of the omelette onto a plate I’d also rinsed and went outside to join him. Flutters of ash
had fallen onto his omelette but he wasn’t paying attention to it. I ate standing up, my
cuppa resting on the lip of a planter box that had no plants in it, merely an empty dry
grave of soil. The silent sky continued to lighten. When I looked over at him, Dan’s
eyes were closed.
‘What time does the shop open?’ I doubted such things had changed but felt the
need to say something.
Dan’s eyes opened and stared at a spot somewhere over the roof of the house
behind his, the two properties separated by a thin line of tea-tree scrub. He shrugged
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almost imperceptibly. Another half-centimetre of ash landed on the forgotten omelette.
‘Dunno,’ he said. ‘What time is it now?’
I didn’t know. My watch was sitting on the floor at the end of the couch where
I’d tried to sleep. ‘She still get the papers in?’
‘Later. Mid-morning, if they get here at all. Sometimes they don’t.’ He scratched
his stubble. ‘What day is it today?’
‘Wednesday.’
‘She might not open today anyway. She’ll be all torn up.’
‘Why?’
I wanted the word back as soon as I’d said it. He shook his head and mashed the
cigarette into the ground near his plate with his left thumb. He flicked open the packet,
offered one to me. I shook my head, my mouth full. He tucked one into the corner of his
mouth, struck a match and cupped his hands around the flame, his face for an instant
caught in its briefly fluttering anger. A shapeless veil of blue-grey smoke drifted across
the yard and I felt the smell in my nostrils, putrid and hard, almost immediately. Dan
shook the match out and flicked it away and then stretched, his hands coupled and lifted
above his head as I had in the lounge room just after unfolding myself from the couch.
‘Sorry. Not hungry.’
‘It’s fine, like I said. Better to have the option.’
I ate the last of my serve—it would never win any culinary prizes but it was
sustenance, for me at least—and exchanged my plate for the cup of tea on the planter
box. I took a sip. I supposed that this was how it would be for a while; little snatches of
mostly innocuous chat, underscored by periods of what I hoped was companionable
silence. Patience was the key, not that I had any simple answers to what I should do
here, but patience seemed to be as good a strategy as any. Just wait. There would be a
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moment when things might overwhelm him and that’s when I would be needed. When
we were growing up Dan wasn’t one for being overwhelmed—things with him were
what they were. He broke his wrist in the playground at school once—he might have
been seven or eight—falling off a fence where he wasn’t supposed to be playing. Until
he got home that afternoon, no one knew. It was a greenstick fracture, common in
adventurous children, but there must have been some pain. Dan found a way, or a will,
to ignore it. By the time he got home his lower arm was puffed up like a balloon and the
doctor—not Randall, the one before him, can’t think of his name—only had to look at it
to know what had happened.
But that was then, I thought. Two-thirds of a lifetime ago. It occurred to me,
standing in that yard with a cooling cup of tea on the morning after Maria Fabri’s death,
that I was looking at an eight-year-old boy inside a man’s body. I doubted whether Dan
knew how to cope with it—because, Jesus, how would anyone?—and if I’m really
honest I wasn’t really sure that I would know how to support him. Grieving for Mum
and Dad when they died was one thing (although you’ll have gathered I didn’t do a lot
of it for my father), but this was completely different territory, unmapped and dark. And
even then, it was not the same territory for me as it was for Dan, who had suddenly and
inexplicably, tragically, lost someone that he quite possibly loved. I couldn’t begin to
imagine it. So there it is—I had dropped everything, rushed down here, turned up
probably completely unexpectedly, and all with no idea of what I would do or say or
how things would be. If I was intimidated by such thoughts then—and I was, quite a
bit—I can see more clearly now: it didn’t matter. It was what I felt I had to do, and the
rest would have to make itself known to me as I felt my way around that unformed map.
So, I asked him quietly:
‘Did you speak to the police yesterday?’
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Dan nodded, dragged on his cigarette, more smoke jetting from his nostrils.
‘You went down to the beach?’ I knew the answer to this but I was trying to
navigate carefully from chitchat to something else. I wondered whether this was how
bomb disposal experts might sometimes feel.
‘Yeah.’
The tip of the cigarette was quavering now—just slightly, but I noticed. I waited,
took the last sip of tea and set the cup down on the empty plate. Then I sat myself down,
leaning against the planter box, legs straight out in front of me.
‘Did you…identify her?’
He nodded. He went to take another drag of his smoke and stopped, as if to say
something. He ran a hand through his hair, pulling it back from his face. He was staring
at the ground in front of him. Okay. Easy does it.
‘I can’t begin to imagine…’
‘Fuck,’ he said quietly. Then, with something like a half-smile: ‘They tried stop
me. Especially that new cunt. Can’t think of his name.’ He took a long drag on the
cigarette and steadied it briefly in his mouth. Back in his fingers, it was wavering
around much more noticeably. ‘She…’
Pull back. Easy now. ‘No no, you don’t have to…I’m sorry…’ I started to wish
that I hadn’t eaten either. I could feel my stomach tensing, the food sitting in it like a
cold weight.
Dan curled his thumbs and squeezed the joints into his eyes, pushing them. Thin
slivers of smoke curled away from him and vanished. I was prepared just to sit with
him, no talking if that’s what was needed, just letting the day and whatever it would
bring wash over us. But it came, whether I wanted it or not. And again, all I could do
was roll with it and go where it took me.
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‘She was a fuckin mess.’ He spoke very quietly, to himself really. I wonder now
whether he even registered I was there. He took his hands away from his face and
regarded them closely as he spoke. ‘Some…cunt…had beaten her, just fuckin…’ The
words trailed off, little more than syllabic breaths by now. He was shaking so badly he
had trouble getting the cigarette into his mouth. ‘And fuckin left her there, like a dog.’
And he was gone, head down, fingers laced together across the back of his skull, sobs
heaving his shoulders. I reached over and laid a hand on his knee, transfixed by the
guttural unformed sound of his weeping, his fragility. This was the boy afraid of
nothing. As awful as I had known things might be, I still wasn’t prepared. I was starkly
reminded of something else, sitting there with him paralysed by a grief born of horror I
could not being to comprehend: I was it, for him. I was all he had.

We sat there for a couple of hours, barely passing a word between us. He finally
agreed to try and get some sleep; we both suspected that the police would be back to
speak to him, since he was one of the last people in town to see her alive and the one
person she had known intimately. He shuffled into the house through the kitchen and I
heard a door close somewhere. I felt rather than heard my brother collapse into bed, the
weight of simple exhaustion finally displacing the vast ballast of shock.
I scraped the uneaten omelette and the fragments of ash off Dan’s plate into the
rubbish bin by the back door and made another cup of tea. I was still feeling the lack of
good sleep myself, and wondered whether Dan would be bothered if I took a room at
the Spindrift. The only other bed in the house was in Maria’s room, understandably offlimits. I didn’t know whether I could endure another night on that couch. The muscles at
the back of my neck were still knotty, and along my shoulders. Stretching helped
minimally. I thought of Jason, who would have been at work at the café he managed for
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over an hour by now. I made a mental note to send him a text message.
I sat on one of the mismatched chairs at the kitchen table and sipped at my fresh
cup of tea. Before this morning it was only the second time I had seen Dan cry and then
I wondered why I should have been surprised by that. And even so, this morning was
not remotely like the other time, as the coffin of our mother was lowered into the
ground at the cemetery in St Helens. That was a quiet, almost embarrassed weeping. He
may have cried at Kevin’s funeral but if he did I wasn’t there to see it. Father was not
one for unchecked outpourings of emotion; he spent his life apparently swinging
between anger and resignation and any other emotion was almost certainly a foreign
country. The old man sold the house where we had grown up when Fran died and
moved next door—change was okay in very small doses, you see—and that house had
been left to Dan in his will. Dan rented it out for a while and then moved back in after
he got home from Europe. In fact, everything had been left to Dan: the small amount of
savings, the 1986 Commodore, the St Helens Golf Club membership, the dinghy on its
flimsy little trailer and all the fishing gear. I wasn’t bothered in the least by this, and
certainly not surprised—I wanted nothing from the man, except the one thing he would
never provide. By the time he finally fell off the twig, I hadn’t spoken to him for nearly
eight years. Not since I was eighteen. Not so much as a syllable.
The charming cunt slammed a door in my face the night I came out to him and
Dan, about six months after Mum died. That is the blunt truth of it. Fran’s death had
surprised us all with its swiftness—‘four months from diagnosed to digging a hole,’ as I
once heard my father eloquently put it, but as such events sometimes will it pulled some
issues into focus. It had come, for me, at the end of several years of inner disquiet,
shaped in part by clumsy encounters with girls which ended in either embarrassment or
quiet hostility. After I moved to the city to begin work as a cadet journalist, I met
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someone; he was considerably more experienced than me, which was both welcome and
unsurprising, but it was a volatile three months nonetheless and it was over before it
really got going. However, it allowed the pieces to finally fall into place and if I had
secretly known before, I definitely knew now, and there was no point continuing to
pretend otherwise. Living away from the Coast made it easier to keep the truth hidden
from my father and brother until I was ready to declare it though—and of course, as is
so often the case, realising it finally was one thing, and bringing my family into the
news was quite another. I didn’t think it would bother Dan all that much—still doesn’t,
bless him—but I knew Kevin would loathe the news. Being completely honest, I
suspected that he had never been totally fond of me; measured in his praise, always
rationing his affection to me. Dan was the Good Son. Perhaps the old bastard could
sense the truth about me before I did.
I debated for a very long time whether I should come out to them. I know men
who haven’t, well into middle age. (Some of them have used the ‘Well, they must know
by now, so why go to the trouble of telling them?’ defence. Which is usually another
way of saying, ‘I’m scared they’ll hate me for it.’) I entertained this option for a while
but only to delay the inevitable—for me, not saying anything about it was never really
an option. I didn’t want to risk them, Kevin especially, finding out any other way—as
much as he would hate the news either way, he would have been devastated to learn it
on the grapevine rather than from me. Even with the literal distance between us, gossip
had a way of finding its way home. As much as I was coming to the realisation that I
didn’t like him all that much, I didn’t want that for him—it didn’t seem fair. God, I was
fucked up back then. I shouldn’t have worried so much. I should have just kept my
mouth shut.
Anyway.
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So one night I told them. Kevin said nothing about it, not that night or ever after.
He got up and left the house. Dan sat quietly, nodding, as if he was replaying my
sentence—‘I want you both to know that I am homosexual,’ is exactly what I said—
over and over in his head. Then he said, ‘Okay, then. Okay.’ He got up and patted me
tentatively on the shoulder and stood just behind me awkwardly for a moment, before
going and finding something to do in the kitchen. And that was the total sum of the
reaction from the two remaining immediate members of my family, to easily the most
important thing I would ever have to tell them. So I sat there alone, and all I had was
this: I had told them, it had been uttered and could not be taken back, and it had been
uttered by me. They knew and now they could not pretend that they didn’t know.
(Again, how naïve was I? I’m sure Kevin spent the rest of his life absolutely pretending
he hadn’t heard anything that night.) Anyway, as small as my moral victory seemed that
night in that small lounge room at the edge of the world, it had to be worth something.
I don’t know where Kevin went when he left the house, but I can hazard a good
guess: to the small bar of the St Helens Golf Course. My son, a bloody poof, he may
have announced to the assembled throng of lonely old men. Fuckin hell. Felt like goin
the rainbow yawn all over me shoes, I did. There would be laughter and drinking and
they’d clap each other on the back and talk about the bastard sixth hole and the
Stableford on the weekend, and probably think about how lucky they were that, with all
the other stresses and problems that they might face in life, they didn’t have that to
worry about.
That night was pretty much the last time I saw or spoke to Kevin, except for one
delightful encounter that I’ll get to in a minute. So it came as no surprise that Dan was
sole beneficiary. I held no bitterness about this; I did, however, envy Dan the
relationship he had with Dad after that night. Kevin would not return my calls, hung up
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if he answered the phone and realised it was me, wouldn’t open his front door if he
knew I was in town. For him, whatever damage my coming out had inflicted was
irreparable. In my place, it seemed, Dan more than filled the void. He saved, bought a
part share in a landscaping business, they went fishing together, got drunk together a
couple of nights a week at the Spindrift, Dan might even have gotten the old bastard
stoned when he got into weed. Dan still has the scar on his ear where Kevin skewered it
with a dart one night at the pub, attempting a treble 20 after way too many shots of Jack
Daniels. Kevin even coerced my brother onto the golf course, although Dan exhibited
no inclination or talent for the game whatsoever.
When Dan left to trip around Europe for three months with some mates, on the
trip where he would meet a lively young Italian woman named Maria Fabri in a bar on
the Côte d’Azur, I realised it might be the only opportunity I would have to patch things
up. By then I was in a relationship with Simon, who hated cats and worked in a
bookshop. We never lived together but things were serious for a while, although
apparently not so serious that he could resist fucking a mutual friend of ours when that
opportunity presented itself.
Anyway.
I will never be able to explain, much less understand, why I was so determined
to push the issue with him. Why couldn’t I leave him alone? In my truest heart I knew
that it would never end the way I needed it to—Kevin was just too insular and stubborn
for that. His ways were his ways and anything outside that very limited frame of
reference was rejected out of hand. He reserved similar attitudes, it probably won’t be
surprising to learn, for Green politics, nearly all music written after 1980 and poetry.
Perhaps he saw me as some kind of betrayal; perhaps, somehow, he held himself
responsible. Or—a friend of mine suggested this to me once and I have never been able
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to quite banish the thought—perhaps he saw something in me that he deeply loathed
within himself. I don’t know which, or any, of these possibilities is the most accurate
and of course I will never know now, which is an emptiness I have to bear and partly
the reason why I take opportunities like this one to try and make sense of it. He wasn’t
responsible for my sexuality though and I wanted a chance to tell him so, whether he
wanted to hear it or not. (Of course, he didn’t—as I said, the version of myself who
made and carried out these decisions is really unknowable to me now.) So perhaps it
was a little self-righteous of me—heaven knows, nearly every partner I’ve had has told
me that’s what I can be like, often in significant quantity—but I wanted the old bastard
to hear it even if it brought no response. It would be, for what it was worth, a tiny
pebble of victory that I could cast against the mountain.
So I tried phoning first, knowing the phone would be slammed down as soon as I
said my name. Then, with Simon’s blessing (and no doubt with some relief that I would
be out of his hair for a few days so the scumbag could fuck around), I took a week’s
leave and drove “home”, checking into the Spindrift, promising I would not leave until
there had been some sort of conversation with my father. I would beg to extend my
leave, if it came to that. I would camp on the old man’s lawn. Something, I felt, had to
give.
On the first night in town, steeling myself, I had a drink at the bar and got
chatting to Dave and had a few more drinks and realised I was tipsy. So I called my
brave little escapade off for that night. I hated the feeling of being nervous in my own
home town, I can’t tell you how much. Drinking was the short-term answer. I got
properly hammered—I think Dave even helped me back to my room—and lost the rest
of that night and most of the next day. On the second night I realised there could be no
excuses; I had arrived with a mission, and if I wasn’t going to front up to it I should
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leave, turn south on the Tasman Highway and never look back. So I did it. Such simple
words to write down.
He answered the door wearing a pair of faded shorts and nothing else. The
smooth brown glass of a beer stubby was in his left hand. He was shorter than me, as
though he was receding with age, somehow merging with the ground. He looked up at
his son with diamond-hard eyes nestled under a pair of brilliant white bristly eyebrows.
I realised I had not seen him for several years, none of which were found in the gaze he
now gave me from the doorway of his safe little house not so far from the sea.
‘Can I come in?’ I asked quietly.
Kevin ‘Tugger’ Smart didn’t move. Eventually he took a sip of his beer, those
flinted eyes not leaving me. ‘No.’
‘Dad, I just want to talk to you. About anything you like.’
He took another sip of beer. Then he stepped back, waving a dismissive hand as
he would for a mosquito or a Mormon, moving to close the door. It stopped against its
jamb bare centimetres from my face.
‘Come on, Dad. Open up. This is silly,’ I said to the dull flaking paint. ‘Open
up.’
‘Piss off.’
‘I’ll be back tomorrow then. I’ll keep coming back til you talk to me.’
Nothing. I stepped back from the door and stood looking dumbly at the house
for a while, as if the building itself could give me answers. Nothing. I felt nothing. The
night was empty, yawning above me, cold and endless. It wasn’t right. I’d had enough
of being pushed out of the way. It felt as though the house was trying to do it again, on
Kevin’s behalf. I stepped up to the door again but I didn’t knock this time—I pounded
on it with the meat of my left fist.
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‘I’m not going to piss off! Come out here and talk to me!’ Hammering to wake
the gods. ‘Dad!’
I made so much noise that I hadn’t heard him thundering back down the
hallway. The door was wrenched open so suddenly that I was caught mid-hammer and
nearly socked the old bastard in the face. He glared at me and if his eyes were
unforgiving last time, they flared with every fire of hell now. However, he was standing
to the side, out of my way, which I took as an invitation to enter. I inhaled, made myself
big, and walked past him.
He slammed the door closed behind us. ‘Just what the hell is so important
you’ve got to wake the neighbourhood for it?’
‘I want you to listen to me.’
‘Nothing to listen to.’
He was standing in the entrance to his modest lounge room now, hands on hips.
I noticed the stubby he’d held earlier, now on its side on the floor not far from my foot.
It was empty. Dad’s face was blotchy with temper in the gentle light of the reading
lamp, and contrasted sharply with the silver jets of thinning hair arching back from his
temple. He was a big man for someone so small, I thought.
‘Why would you say that? Can’t you give me even a minute?’
‘Don’t need to hear it, boy.’ He spat the last word out, just like he used to when I
was in trouble as a kid. I knew a belting was on the way if I heard the syllable hissed out
like that. ‘You made your bed,’ he went on. ‘I don’t need to know anything about it.’
‘But I want you to understand—’
His voice went up a notch. An accusing finger came up. He took a step closer.
Whatever he says or does, I told myself, you are not afraid. And do not, under any
circumstances, start crying.
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‘I did not raise a poofter. That’s all I understand.’
‘No, Dad, that’s the problem—you didn’t raise one. I know that. It’s just
something I am.’
‘Bullshit. Don’t stand in my house and tell me what I can and can’t see.’
Any resolve I’d had started to ebb away. I could feel tears, and felt myself
fighting them.
‘Dad, it’s not your fault. It’s nothing to do with you.’
‘Bloody right it’s not.’ His hands were on his hips again, but he was close to me
now. Very close. I could smell old alcohol on his breath, and the echoes of his last few
cigarettes. He spoke very quietly, every syllable a puff of breath against my skin. ‘I did
everything I could for you two. Everything I could. We never had much money, you
know that, we never needed it here. We weren’t those flash snobs who build houses
twice as big as they need. You and your brother never wanted for anything. Anything!’
He angled in, even closer now. I did not move. ‘And now. Now, you have the hide to
throw this in my face. Coming around here at all bloody hours, scaring my front door
with those little girly fists of yours. Just get out.’
I swallowed. Tears had come and would no longer be contained. I looked past
him somewhere, into the middle of the room. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I hear you. I’ll go.’ I took
a step past him. He didn’t move all the way out of the way. I had one last card that I
wanted to play and that would probably be that. I turned my face back towards him, still
not looking directly at him. ‘Before I go though, I am going to tell you that I love you.’
He swivelled—I sensed the motion without really seeing it—and something hard
and enormous crashed into the side of my head, once and then again. His calloused left
hand arcing through the air with all of his coiled muscle and hatred behind it. My head
was swatted out of the way like a balloon, the skin of my right cheek ignited and the
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light from the lamp flared in my vision and went pink.
‘You don’t even fuckin know what that means!’ he roared. He’d knocked me off
balance and I stumbled away from him, against the wall and into the short hallway
leading to the front door. I edged along the wall, cowering. Any pretence at being
strong, cool under pressure, not folding: evaporated. My hand went to the flaming side
of my face, already soft and bulbous with swelling. Somehow I managed to turn back
and look at him again. He had not moved. His left hand was a rock-hard fist, as if he
was ready to go again if needed. I straightened myself up, kept looking at him. With my
other hand I groped around for the door knob, found it, twisted it. I was so grateful for
the cool rush of air that cushioned me when I opened it.
And then I was outside. I left the door open, finally heard it close when I was
about seven or eight paces away. I didn’t look back, not then and not since—not until
now, if this counts. I couldn’t face the thought of a lonely night in that tiny room at the
Spindrift so I walked down Ringholt St, past the quiet façade of the shop—the
friendliest face in town, dear Sally—and across the main highway. The whole way, my
hand was on my face, trying to compress the stinging and the swelling. I knew I should
get some ice on it but that would have to wait, if it happened at all. The swelling would
go down eventually. Nothing was broken. I walked along the access path and then it
was before me, that wide open space.
I sat and lowered both of my hands onto the sand, feeling its gritty soft coldness.
The tide was nearly all the way out but its sounds came to me across the darkness,
shushing over and over again. I slept there that night, on the long unwinding playground
of my childhood, and woke up just before the sun the next morning to drive home. I
cried a good part of the way, the tears heavy and awkward against my swollen eye. My
father wasn’t there anymore. I don’t know where he’d gone, but he was gone. It didn’t
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matter that, a few years later, I watched his coffin being borne out of the small Anglican
church in St Helens and slid into the back of a hearse. In the end, he didn’t understand
and he wouldn’t see. The best intentions in the world can never build a bridge over that.

Anyway.
I poured the remaining third of my second cup of tea down the sink. It had
become cold while I sat there smelling the old man’s breath again. I decided to go for a
walk: whether it was the promised heat of the day or whether I was just worked up over
recollecting that night, the house suddenly felt stuffy. Some clean ocean air would do
me good and I wanted to see the beach again, if I could get down there. I wondered
whether the police would have it closed. I walked into the lounge room and, through the
relatively thin walls, I could hear Dan snoring so he was okay for now. I scribbled a
brief note in case he woke up while I was out. I left noiselessly by the back door and
walked down Ringholt Street towards the highway.
I realised that I had no idea what the time was and then reminded myself that
today, and possibly for the next few days, it wouldn’t matter. I had so completely lost
the intuitions and rhythms of my childhood. I was sad that those things had so easily
been wiped away—but of course, largely, I had done the wiping. It was some sort of
price that had to be paid, partly for my father’s rage and intolerance and partly for my
decision to live without shame as I had to live, as a gay man. Even so, it was sad—
having to make such a choice, which ultimately was no choice at all. As I walked that
morning, the surface of the street seemed especially hard under my feet—something I
hadn’t been expecting. I needed to spend more time here now, that was all; convincing
Jason of that would be the tricky part. Not one for the wide open spaces, my beautiful
boy.
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There was a hastily handwritten sign in the window of the shop. I lingered over
the phrase at the bottom of it, ‘Bella Maria’, a lovely little evocation. A group of people
were standing in front of the Police Incident Van parked close to the Beach Access path;
some of them had cameras and of course, I thought, there would be a briefing by the
police. I hope Hough had sent someone overnight to cover it. I scanned the small
crowd—maybe eight or ten people—and couldn’t recognise anyone. Maybe Hough
would pick it up off the wire. Unusual for a story happening so close to home but
perhaps not when people much further up the food chain than him were counting the
coins.
But I did recognise someone there—not on my first scan of the group, possibly I
wasn’t expecting to see him at all, let alone in a police uniform. But there he was, no
doubt in my mind. Statue-like, hands clasped professionally in front of him, standing
next to two other men in disappointing off-the-rack suits who were clearly detectives. I
hadn’t seen him in twelve or thirteen years and I didn’t think he would be thrilled to
know that I was standing there, looking at him. He didn’t seem as though he had aged a
minute. Perhaps the uniform made him look youthful—it really was hard to know, from
a distance. His uniform hat was tucked under his arm and although he was standing in
the reasonably early morning shadow of the police van, I have no doubt that it was him.
Nicholas Perks. Dear God, he was beautiful.
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Belinda
At the end of the day, I am grateful for the chance to write all of this down. I have
talked about parts of all this to different people, for different reasons, but I have never
put it all together in one account. I know what you think of me now and it must have
been hard for you to get in touch and ask me, and although the letter was fairly curt by
your standards I appreciate your consideration, however hard it must have been. Salt
into the wounds, and all that. I’m—yes, I’m sorry.

But I don’t have long, until tomorrow when I won’t have long either, so, on with it.

You were sitting quietly on Albie’s bed when I commenced my shift that morning. This
is the morning of the day after Maria was found. He was sleeping and, it must be said,
you looked terrible—like you’d been rowed hard and hung out wet, as my father would
have said. You’d aged a decade in the 24 hours since I’d last seen you. You were dozing
slightly, your head nodding forward. I quietly checked Albie’s chart and his drip and
left the two of you. It wasn’t visiting hours but I had no idea how long you’d been
sitting there and I could have argued with the NUM5 that these were exceptional
circumstances but I didn’t think I would need to do that. This was a country hospital and
to be honest I doubted whether the locals could tell you when prescribed visiting hours
were (2–5 pm and 7–8 pm weekdays, with 11am–1pm additionally allowed on
weekends depending on patient circumstances. For the record).
You must have stirred though because when I went back to the station not far
from his room and fussed around making some notes and organising the next round of

I cannot be sure but I think this means ‘Nurse Unit Manager’ or similar. I don’t think it’s a position that
would have existed at St Helens Community Hospital, which has a very small staff relatively speaking, so
I wonder whether ‘Belinda’ is using a term from her former employment.
5
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obs in the room next to his, I looked up and you were behind me, standing with your
arms crossed in the corridor.
How is he?
How are you, more the point? I asked you.
You shook your head. Fine. Such a deceitful word that has never really worked
on me. First rule of nursing—anyone who says they’re fine usually isn’t.
You should sit down.
Thank you, no—I’ll be on my way. I just wanted to check up on him.
Cup of tea?
Thank you, no. I won’t impose—you’re very busy.
You lingered, though, and it was reasonable of me to assume why, I think.
Again, you pick up a good radar as a nurse—although, in such circumstances, it’s never
difficult to know what’s on someone’s mind.
He’ll be fine, I said. He’s had a nasty shock and he’s of an age where things will
take a while to reset after that, but I have no doubt that he’ll be back on his feet in a day
or two.
You nodded, more of a cold tremor than a distinct movement. That’s good to
hear, you said. The gerberas look lovely on his windowsill.
Thank you. They’re from my garden.
You turned, and then turned back again. Please tell him I was here. And if he
needs anything when he gets home, to let me know.6
Of course, Sally, I said. An odd little awkward silence. And then you turned and

I suppose it’s reasonable that I said these things in the circumstances. I honestly cannot remember,
which is partly why I have asked ‘Belinda’ and others to write these moments down. Although, after
discovering what she had done, I could not bring myself to trust her, I had to ask her for her version.
Partly because of what she had done, I suppose. But also because, more importantly I suppose, she was
there, like everyone who has contributed to this account. Either when it happened or in the aftermath.
6
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were gone. Nothing more said.

I will tell you about Albie but I will also tell you—briefly, I promise—about the truth of
how and why I ended up living on the Coast, which is mostly also why you can’t use
my real name for any of this. It is something I still have difficulty with—both the
incident itself and my reaction to it. Which was really nothing short of cowardly, and I
may never forgive myself. And the name thing—it’s not for any legal reason. A strong
part of me does not want to be that person anymore. I ran away, you see, because…

I couldn’t.

Even now I struggle to make any sense of it. Bear with me, though—there is something
to be made of it, and I will find out what it is. For Ellie’s sake. I keep seeing her. I think
I’ve mentioned her a couple of times already. You must be scratching your head, but I
will tell you. It doesn’t strictly have anything to do with Maria or Albie or the Coast in
the days after she was killed which I know is what you asked for, but please bear with
me. I need to…sort some things out, and this is as good a chance to do that as any. And
it’s what brought me here, so there is that connection I suppose.

And I found myself sitting with Albie that day, and the day after. Until he was released,
really. You were the only one who came to see him, and you only came that once. I am
not judging you for that, Lord knows I am in no position to judge anyone but everyone
had things on their mind in those days. Lots of people were interviewed by the
detectives. Lots of people came and went. Her mother turned up. Things were hectic.
But there was Albie, floating almost serenely through it all. Almost; he kept having
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awful dreams, he told me. So when I could I would sit with him. That was, of course,
partly how the trouble started with Ellie, although her family were a constant presence.
But when they needed a break, I sat there. It’s not part of a nurse’s duty, of course. But
it’s one of those jobs where you often give of yourself, above and beyond. Outside the
professional parameters, and all that. I remember I used to watch Albie breathing. Just
watching that wizened chest, soft under the hospital linen, rising and falling in its notquite-even rhythms. No question, he’d been through a terrible shock, and as strong as he
was trauma can affect the elderly very differently. Its effects can linger long after any
physical harm has resolved itself—although in my experience the body nearly always
heals quicker than the mind. While I was sitting with him I tried to imagine sometimes
what it must have been like for him—to have a life of such essential simplicity—
walking, fishing, snoozing, repeat—ripped away from him by such an appalling act of
violence. It occurred to me then that there was a good chance he would never fully
recover. There might always be nightmares; he might never want to set foot on the
beach again. I felt profoundly sorry for him. In a professional sense, I should not have.
Distances must be kept. But I did. Sitting here now, with only a few minutes left of my
block of time to do this today, it’s incredible how similar the situation with Ellie was.
She was young, as Albie was old; she was facing a life sentence because of her terrible
injuries, received while playing innocently, in the same way as Albie had just been
going about his day, his routine. I formed the opinion that poor Ellie would never fully
recover, in the mind if not in the body. And I couldn’t help her with that. I was not
qualified. All I could do was weep, when I was sure no one would know.

Albie woke up not that long after you left that day. He asked me about the gerberas; I
often bring them and other flowers in from my garden, and place them by the windows
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in the rooms.
My mother used to grow flowers, he said.
Did she?
Oh, yes. They were beautiful. I don’t know whether I remember seeing those.
He pointed feebly at them.
Sally came by to see you.
Did she? She’s a good stick.
She said to tell you she would pop in and feed Bess.
Good. Poor old Bess’ll be wondering where I am.
She’ll be fine.
I took his blood pressure; 130 over 90. Not as high as previously, but not back in
Happytown either. I poured him some water. I’ll leave you to rest then, Mr Dodd.
Please. Call me Albie.
Albie it is. Your buzzer is here. Let me know if you need anything.
Thank you. I’m tired.
Completely understandable. I’ll be back to check on you later.
Thank you.
I left the plastic tumbler of water and the jug where he could reach them. As I
left I noticed that his gaze had returned to the windowsill, where the gerberas were
bathed in late morning sunlight. They were so bright and vivid in the room, little
splashes of intense paint, blood-red and brightening with the sun. Ellie’s room, as I
recall, had contained no flowers.
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Constable Nicholas Perks
I was tasked by Senior Sergeant Reardon with liaising between local police and the two
detectives from Major Crime. I met Paul Whitaker and Owen McCoy just before 8am of
the morning after the discovery of the deceased in the main dining area of the Spindrift
Hotel. We had to prepare a media briefing scheduled for 9am and I had volunteered to
provide any background information, helping them with names and addresses, who
knew who, previous offences or criminal histories, information of that nature as might
be pertinent. It occurred to me either of my senior colleagues would have been much
better suited to this role given their longer standing in the community, but given my
rank and disposition I was in no position to query the request. I was also mindful of the
fact that Waverley had been told to more or less live in the Police Incident Van now
parked near the Beach Access for the next few days at least, so in that respect I
considered myself lucky.
Detectives Whitaker and McCoy required breakfast as the first order of business
for the day. I was not hungry.
Coffee was available from a station near the window that overlooked the
highway and the beach beyond. I poured them both a cup—taking a punt with both of
them on black, no sugar—and delivered them to where they were sitting. Whitaker was
balancing a one dollar coin on the thumb of his left hand, where one end of a black
cotton sleeve hugged his wrist and disappeared under the cuff of his crumpled white
business shirt. I’d noticed it the day before and wondered about it idly, for no good
reason. It didn’t seem to be a support strap for his wrist—the material seemed too thin
for that.
‘Call it, McCoy.’
‘Here boy, come on,’ McCoy said, making kissing noises.
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‘Don’t be a dickhead. Heads or tails?’
‘Tails never fails.’
Except that, this time, it did. ‘Heads,’ Whitaker said grinning. ‘You’re hosting
the 9am briefing. Don’t forget to speak nice.’
McCoy sighed dramatically. ‘So what do I tell them?’
I coughed politely as a way to enter myself in the conversation. I was nervous;
these men were senior and I was sure there would be rules of exchange. At that point I
could only guess what they were but my fear was that such ignorance wouldn’t last
long, or get me very far. I was hoping, thinking about it now, that fortune would favour
the brave. ‘There won’t be many,’ I said. ‘Couple of people from the Launceston paper
turned up last night. An ABC film crew, possibly one of the commercial stations, but
that’s all. Or so I’ve heard.’
‘Then the 9am briefing will last for exactly 90 seconds,’ McCoy said, sounding
relieved. ‘Parks, cut them off after three questions.’
‘Perks,’ I reminded him.
‘Sorry?’
‘My name is Nick Perks. Not Parks.’
He waved a ‘so-what’ hand. ‘90 seconds, Perks.’
‘Sergeant Reardon will expect that the media is fully briefed,’ I said.
‘Then let him do the fuckin thing.’ Whitaker took a loud mouthful of coffee, a
gesture I clearly interpreted as drawing that topic of conversation to an end.
Fat Dave’s sister-in-law was at that time the main chef at the Spindrift. Clancy, I
believe her name was. She elbowed open the door to the kitchen carrying a tray of clean
cutlery and asked whether we wanted breakfast as she deposited it near the bar. Both of
the men I was sitting with looked at me. I got up.
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‘No bacon or sausage for me,’ Whitaker said. ‘I think I might try being a
vegetarian.’
‘You’re a fuckwit,’ McCoy said.
‘Just because I’m trying to save the planet.’
I asked McCoy: ‘Anything you don’t want?’
‘I’m not fussy. And he’s joking.’
I followed Clancy back to the kitchen doorway and ordered two full breakfasts,
eggs scrambled, and a slice of toast for myself. I probably wasn’t going to touch even
that. I hadn’t slept very well and had spent a lot of time thinking about how I could get
the vision of her body, stark against the white sand and lapped by the tide, out of my
mind. A few weeks after I started traffic duties in Hobart I attended a motorbike
accident where a young bloke had missed a bend down near Fern Tree, got flipped off
his bike and slammed into a tree. Snapped his tibia and fibula halfway between the knee
and ankle, and both bones had erupted through the skin of his leg, pointing at me like
two angry fingers. He was alive though, barely. That was the most confronting thing I
had seen until yesterday.
When I got back to the table, McCoy was talking about the deceased girl’s
mother.
‘When?’ Whitaker asked, surprised.
‘She’s in the air now. Be here some time tomorrow I reckon.’
‘Jesus.’
‘It’s what I’d do.’
‘I don’t have kids.’
‘Yeah.’
Whitaker rubbed his eyes. ‘So what do we tell her?’
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‘She’s coming here?’ I asked.
McCoy shot me an unmistakeable look: sit down, shut up, be seen and not heard.
‘Yes, she is.’ He drank the rest of his coffee, all but licked the dregs out of the bottom of
the cup. ‘Apparently they want a service for her down on the beach.’
‘They?’ Whitaker asked.
‘Dad’s coming to.’
‘Whooo.’ Whitaker leaned back in his chair, scratched at the black sleeve on his
wrist. ‘Bet he feels like shit.’
‘Probably not the half of it.’
‘Why?’ I knew I was risking another filthy look, but I was starting to sense these
two and their limits.
McCoy looked at me. ‘You have to keep this shit to yourself. You know that,
don’t you?’
I nodded.
‘In my experience,’ he went on, ‘nothing leaks worse than a country cop station.
So anything—anything—you hear my colleague and me discussing, you do not breathe
a word to anybody. Yes?’
I nodded again. ‘Sure.’
He sat back and looked at me. They both did. They were sizing me up: could
they trust me? Really, they had no choice; when they needed me, I would be useful.
They couldn’t wait until I wasn’t around to chew things over between them. Maybe they
were in a difficult position, maybe it’s not how they would normally have operated. If
I’d had the chance I would have reminded them that for the Coast, nothing was normal
about what had occurred the day previously. Normal for them, maybe. Maybe they
could apply the rules of investigation, follow procedure, tick off all the usual strategies
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and processes. But they would need me, sooner or later, as reluctant and inexperienced
as I was then. Perhaps the look McCoy gave me at that moment registered the same
realisation.
‘Daddy wanted Princess to stay at home,’ Whitaker said quietly. ‘Apparently
they argued the house down over her coming out here.’
‘She’s nearly finished her law degree,’ McCoy said. ‘Postponed her articles.
Daddy was furious.’
‘How do you know all that?’ I asked.
They exchanged a look between them again.
‘Not sharing all our secrets,’ McCoy said. ‘Needless to say, this isn’t our first
barbecue.’
Briefly, there was a silence. McCoy got up and helped himself to another coffee.
Whitaker appeared to have forgotten about his.
‘Is there anything you want to me to do today?’
‘Know much about Dan Smart?’
McCoy returned with his coffee.
‘Not really.’ There were things I could have shared but they had no bearing
whatsoever on this situation. ‘I knew him very briefly while I went to school in St
Helens. Over ten years ago now. He’s had a couple of cautions, for drunk and disorderly
in the last six months. That’s all.’
‘Never killed anyone then.’
‘Fairly sure he hasn’t.’
‘Shit.’ Whitaker slapped the table. ‘That could have saved so much time. Why
are these things never easy?’
Clancy placed two heaped plates of food on the bar and again the two men
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looked at me expectantly. I retrieved the meals.
‘Not hungry?’ McCoy asked me as he unrolled his cutlery from the dark red
serviette it had come in. I shook my head, spreading a thin layer of butter on my toast.
‘Regardless of his impeccable record, we need to interview Mr Smart.’ Whitaker
attacked his breakfast as though he had never eaten before. It was almost disgusting. ‘I
wouldn’t mind chatting to the Ringholt woman again too.’
‘Hmm.’ McCoy was a little more restrained in his style of eating. ‘She was too
emotional last night. We should have waited.’
‘Fuck that. You know how it works. First 24 hours are golden.’
‘All she did was cry.’
‘A little compassion, please, Mr McCoy. The lady was severely traumatised.’
McCoy jabbed a fork at me. ‘What about this old bugger. Dowd?’
‘Dodd,’ I said.
‘Him. Know anything?’
‘Lives alone, walks on the beach every day. Often gives fish away here at the
bar. Older than Moses. That’s about it.’
‘Ring the hospital for us. See whether he’s up to talking.’
‘And while you’re getting things down, something else we’d like,’ Whitaker
said. His breakfast was nearly gone—Christ knows where. ‘We want a rundown going
back, say, three years. Any local convictions for violence, agg assault, DV, anything
involving weapons. Especially male to female—random attacks, AVO breaches,
anything like that. We’ll need names, last known addresses, and anything you blokes
know that doesn’t usually make it into the files. Yeah?’
‘Sure.’ Records like that had only just started being centralised on computers
when all of this happened. Such a search was going to take hours. ‘It’ll take some time.’
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‘We know. Yep.’ Whitaker seemed happy with this.
‘So you two’ll be okay?’
‘Think we’ll manage,’ McCoy said, dropping his cutlery loudly onto his plate.
‘Got a murderer to track down, after all.’
‘Preferably before Mum gets here,’ Whitaker said belching lightly. He wiped his
mouth with his serviette and I noticed the black sleeve again, heavy against his pale
skin.
‘Sergeant Reardon has requested that I stay with you.’
‘Tell Reardon we’ll send him a fucking postcard, he wants to keep in touch.’
Whitaker shot me a look that said a good deal more than that. I knew better than to
pursue the matter any further. These two could deal with the Sergeant if push came to
shove. I’m sure they were more than capable. I didn’t finish my toast.

Nine people gathered in the small car park next to the Incident Van about half an
hour later for the media briefing. A couple of them were well-dressed young women
with recorders and notepads and I couldn’t help but think that they looked the same age
as Maria. There were camera men and sound recordists and two photographers, both of
whom had arrived at the beach just after Maria’s body was removed. One of them asked
Waverly and Harris to take a tarp down to the beach and hold it up, peering behind it as
though the body was still there. I’d seen that photo on the front page of the local paper,
and so had Sergeant Reardon, who apparently marked the occasion by slagging a
mouthful of his Weetbix clear across his kitchen.
‘You’re police officers!’ he told them in the charge room at St Helens Station
that morning, before I’d left to drive down and meet the detectives. ‘You’re not bloody
newspaper patsies!’
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‘Unusual circumstances,’ Harris had muttered.
‘Don’t give a shit! We act professionally and with decorum at all times. If you
can’t find a way to manage that given our current situation, let me know and I will find
a way to make you invisible.’
‘Yes, boss,’ they’d muttered. I had to admit, I felt a bit sorry for them. It had not
been a regular afternoon shift on a quiet stretch of the Coast, where on a normal day the
worst thing to happen was a bit of abalone poaching or some bored adolescent pinching
a copy of the Penthouse Black Edition from St Helens newsagency for a dare. This was
something else entirely. It had pulled the rug out from under all of us, and experience
counted for little in the face of it.
But that didn’t matter now. McCoy was not kidding when he said he wouldn’t
be telling them anything; there are a handful of phrases used in such situations when
police can’t (or won’t) provide more than basic details to the media, for whatever
reasons there might be. I heard most of them that morning.
‘Until we receive the results of the post-mortem later this morning, we cannot
confirm cause of death but we are treating it as suspicious at this stage,’ McCoy began,
sounding rehearsed—which, in a sense, he was. ‘We are pursuing several lines of
enquiry and these will take a considerable amount of time to resolve. Our resources will
be maximised here on the East Coast until such time as those enquiries are fully
exhausted and as a result we hope to identify any persons who may be of interest to us
relating to our investigation. Questions.’
One of the well-dressed young women put her hand up. ‘Can you confirm the
name of the person who discovered the body?’
‘I am not at liberty to reveal his identity at this stage but I will confirm that the
deceased was found by a local man walking his dog.’
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‘Why can’t we have his name?’
‘The gentleman is elderly and we would seek to protect his privacy given what
has been a terrible shock. He remains under observation in hospital, and in addition we
have yet to formally speak to him.’
‘Any information regarding a weapon?’ This came from a man with an
enormous moustache, standing next to the photographer who’d landed Harris and
Waverly in hot water with the boss.
‘Again, I am not able to confirm any details of that nature. We will await the
findings of the post-mortem report which hopefully will provide some details that we
can subsequently include in our investigation.’
The same man: ‘Nothing was found on the beach?’
‘Extensive line searches have so far failed to yield any significant results.’
Someone else asked, ‘Is it true that attending police failed to secure important
evidence such as footprints?’ but I couldn’t see where it had come from, and at any rate
McCoy ignored it. He nodded at me and stepped aside, trying to avoid the motorised
clicking of the cameras. Several further questions were fired at the detectives—I heard
at least one reference to closing the beach—as they walked over to their car and got in.
‘Ladies and gentlemen, um…’ I tried to sound calm. ‘Please understand that at
this early stage there is very little to report. We will issue new statements during the day
if new information comes to light, otherwise we will brief you again here at this time
tomorrow morning. Thank you.’
Questions peppered the air again as soon as I finished speaking, so insistent I
could almost feel their force against me. I put my hands up and moved away towards
my own car, parked next to the detectives, who were reversing out now. As I moved
across the car park, I observed someone I hadn’t seen earlier that morning, standing at
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the rear of the crowd, dressed casually and looking as though he had not slept well. I
knew instantly who it was: Dan Smart’s brother. I averted my gaze, disbelieving. His
presence provided another little shock to set beside the trauma I had witnessed in the
previous 24 hours. I opened the door of my police vehicle and positioned myself behind
the wheel, reversing carefully out onto the Tasman Highway. As I drove north out of
Beaumaris, I did not look in my rear-view mirror.
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Belinda
Everything is white.

Everything is quiet.

I sit beside her while she sleeps. I must always use that word. It is all she will ever do
now. She has a green dragon nestled into the crook of one arm, its head poking out from
under the sheet, its little plastic eyes looking at her. She is so still. I should not be sitting
with her; it is not my place. But I cannot be anywhere else at this time. Her world has
come into this room where she is still, and it has brought me in with it. Occasionally I
dampen a small towel and carefully brush her face with it. That young skin, so
damaged. I will never lose these moments.

We’d been unable to determine Albie Dodd’s age exactly. It was the one detail he was
fuzzy on himself, when he was admitted, but the gossip in the Break Room had him at
about ninety and that seemed a reasonable estimation. It seemed highly possible that
when he returned home he would need some regular visits from the community nursing
team—I was surprised that he had coped thus far without them. Generally, though, older
people who have retained their independence are rarely helped by extended periods of
reliance on others or commitment to an unfamiliar routine; the battle rises when there is
no choice but for independence and continued good health to meet somewhere in the
middle. I was fairly concerned about Albie’s diet for example—he was skin and bone,
and fair enough if you remain consistently physically active, as Albie did what with his
walking and what not, you’re burning a lot of calories. But in a rapidly ageing body,
such a situation was not ideal and probably couldn’t be maintained consistently for
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much longer. Albie was going to have to slow down. I didn’t know—something nursing
training never really teaches you—how to have that conversation.

Later that morning I brought him a glass of apple juice, a bowl of jelly and half a cup of
chicken soup. I set the tray down next to the empty glass which was sitting in a small
puddle of water where he’d spilled some. His hands were still reasonably shaky though
whether that was normal or another symptom of his shock, I couldn’t be clear. He
appeared to be dozing again and that was okay—the food could wait and if need be I
would reheat the soup. I noted the date and time on the chart at the end of his bed. As I
was returning it and collecting the blood-pressure cuff, he shifted his position slightly
and made an ‘Agh’ sound.
Albie? You with us?
His eyes opened in their own slow time. He blinked, trying to focus. Rolled his
head back across the pillow, fixing them on me. Nurse, he said, in that still raspy voice.
Sorry, I must have nodded off again.
Nod off whenever you feel like it here, I told him. Give us your arm though.
Again?
Fraid so.

Her arm had been so tiny. It often felt like a twig. Her right arm was the only substantial
part of her body that had not been burned and so obs were taken on that side. She was
stable after the first few days of her arrival and triage through emergency, and often in
medicine you’ll hear that in tones that mark it as A Good Thing. It means the patient
will recover; it means they will come back to themselves; get their strength back.
Whatever. It’s a word families and loved ones nearly always want to hear. A comforting

103

word, a word that means what it says: stable. No change, especially for the worse. No
drama. No surprises. Being stable leads to recovery, doesn’t it? They’ll be okay.
They’re stable.
Ellie was stable for a different reason. She was seven years old, did I mention
that? She was trapped in her bedroom when her house caught fire. A fireman managed
to get to her and lift her out somehow but by then she had stopped breathing, we don’t
know for how long. Possibly as long as five minutes—well into the radical danger zone.
They got her back in the ambulance, don’t ask me how. One of the paras told me her
eyelids fluttered briefly and it was one of those beautiful moments you want to cherish
in a job where beautiful moments are very hard-won. By the time she was wheeled up to
the Paediatric Ward, her burns dressed and packed, she was comatose, induced this time
to help her body deal with its traumas—mainly, I would think, the pain, which would
have been nearly unbearable for so delicate a little girl. So, when I first saw her, she was
asleep. And stable. My fear was that that was all she would ever be.

Are you feeling uncomfortable, sweaty, anything like that? I asked Albie.
Not really. Can’t get comfortable in this bed though.
No bed like your own, is there?
He smiled. I noted that he hadn’t touched the food and juice I had left earlier and
asked him whether he felt hungry.
Not really.
I’ll leave it there for now though. You might be peckish later.
I took his temperature, just over 37 as I recall, not alarming but not totally
normal either, replaced the thermometer and sat on the end of his bed. Do you mind if I
ask you a few questions?
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Do you know anything about my dog?
Sally was in earlier. From the shop? She was going to check on Beauty.
Bessie.
Yes, sorry. Would you mind telling me how old you are? We couldn’t find out
when you came in because you were very upset.
This was the version I told him; really, as with deliberately getting Bessie’s
name wrong, I was checking a few basic mental operations. Seeing if the old coot was
still compos mentis.
Haven’t had a birthday in years.
He gave me a tired smile.
Doesn’t matter to me anymore, he went on. But I’ll have a think. Ninety-four. I
think.
What’s fifteen plus twenty-seven, Albie?
Good lord, he laughed carefully, I’m back in school. Don’t you have calculators
for that these days?
He tripped over the word ‘calculators’, couldn’t quite get it out cleanly. It might
have been fatigue but I made a mental note to listen out for other instances.
Yes we do, but I don’t have one on me. You’ll have to tell me.
Forty-two.
Well done. Final question, how many girlfriends have you had?
Sorry?
I’m teasing. Everything’s fine.
All things considered, his age not the least of them, he seemed reasonably sharp
upstairs. I made some notes on his chart and told him the Intern would be around soon,
for a fairly thorough examination.
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You’re doing okay, Albie, I told him, considering what you’ve been through.
I feel better.
I’m sure. All that sleep!
I paused before the next bit: experience told me how it would be received.
Albie, given the severity of your shock and your domestic situation, the doctor
may not be happy for you to go home without any support in place. You might need
some help for a few days.
Nope. Don’t need it.
Do you have someone you can call on, a family member or friend?
Nope. Just me and Bess.
We might need to arrange a visit from the District Nurse…
I don’t want to waste anyone’s time. Other people need help. I’ll be right.
The Doctor will probably want to talk to you about it, okay?
Let him. Get the same answer.
He had become, if not curt, suddenly more tense. He certainly wasn’t his usual
affable self at the prospect I’d mentioned.
Okay, I said. We’ll leave it for now. I’ll be back later, and remember that food’s
there if you’re hungry—let me know if you want the soup warmed up.
As I turned I could see him pick up the juice. I left him, had paperwork to do and
other obs to take in other rooms, always something on the go. It occurred to me again
how often this job was just a sequence of leaving people alone in rooms. Making people
wait, is what it was; to either get better or not. Waiting could be such a dangerous thing.
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Ben Smart
Despite circumstances—little reminders of which were visible here and there, such as
the fluttering lengths of blue and white police tape, marking off this bit of sand or that—
it felt good to be back on the beach. I’d always liked its immensity, its endlessness, its
familiarity. I didn’t walk far that morning, not wanting to be away from Dan for too
long in case he needed anything or wanted to talk, but it was good enough and it felt
like home in that moment. I wasn’t sure then—I’m not even sure now—that I could
adequately define what home meant to me but of course Dan was part of it, and seeing
Nick Perks earlier had opened up something. I wondered whether I would get a chance
to talk to him, whether he would want that, and what I would say if the moment
presented itself. Something I’d thought was closed.
That lead me to thinking that I wasn’t sure how long I would be staying. What
was the protocol, the expectation, in situations like this one? Would there be a memorial
service? I knew she hadn’t been in town all that long, less than a week, so I don’t know
that anyone would have come to know her all that well, but I wasn’t sure that mattered.
The place, collectively, was in a kind of shock—you could feel it, like a weight. It
didn’t seem that morning like the place where I had grown up, but that wasn’t just
because Maria had died violently; it hasn’t felt like that for me since I left. I was still
young then but I knew I had to leave this place behind, as beautiful as it was, as
comprehensively as I could. I think that when you make a break like that, a place
doesn’t usually feel welcoming anymore when you find yourself back there.
Anyway: I had to leave all of that. I wanted to stay in the moment, for Dan’s
sake. How beautiful the sea was that morning. In different circumstances I might have
stripped off and dived in. It was still laced with gold from the relatively early morning
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sun, although that faded almost dramatically in the short time I was on the sand. It was
the immensity that always struck me—how utterly vast it was, how uncontainable. It
was similar to lying on your back and looking at the stars—they are beyond counting,
beyond time, just as the ocean seemed to exist beyond human dimensions, beyond any
capacity to be measured. I was reminded again that it seemed to be the one constant
presence I could come back to. I know that contradicts what I just said, how in one
sense I could never feel welcome here ever again, but there you have the central conflict
of my short life. I will always be here, and I will never be here. I found myself
wondering what Maria made of it—whether she had given any thought that this ocean,
nudging an island at the bottom of the world, was connected to the ocean that massaged
the beaches of Italy.
I found myself wishing I’d had a chance to meet her.
I stopped maybe two or three hundred metres along the beach to the north,
sitting myself on the sand just above the uppermost gentle reaching of the tidal wash. I
took some deep breaths, tried to empty my head a bit. Focused on the softness of the
breeze on my skin, the shushing of the water, the growing warmth of the sun as the day
become bolder. Where, how, had my sense of the need to fly from this place started? It
had to have been…ten, eleven years since I had seen Nick. Slowly, as if floating
towards me on the morning swell, pieces of recollection formed themselves together. I
both wanted, and did not want, to remember; that time, as I know I’ve suggested, was a
different country.
Nick Perks and I were in separate classes but the same grade at St Helens
District High School. Grade 8, this was, the year that any teacher will tell you is usually
pretty hellish. The school was big enough that kids could form their friendship groups
and stay relatively sealed within them, so I didn’t know Nick at all until one day at
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lunch I came across him being pinned to a wall behind the bus shelter not far from the
office building. Strictly speaking, none of us had any business being there; it was, in the
parlance of many schools, ‘out of bounds’. It was an awkward area for teachers to
supervise (and thus it was usually where the older kids went to smoke—including, when
the time came, Dan and myself). I had no idea why I went down there that day; I had no
need to and at that point it wasn’t one of my usual playground haunts. I must have been
bored, or curious. I might have heard something that prompted my sudden interest. I
really can’t recall accurately, but nevertheless out of such idle moments are fates
entwined, or so I thought later.
Perks was a good six inches taller than the heavy-set boy who was roughing him
up. He was cowering nonetheless and his height made this look all the more pathetic.
I’ve never learned the older kid’s name but he was from one of the local families of
hoodlums; there were several dotted around the Bay in those days and it wouldn’t
surprise me to learn that many of them are still there, having shared their genes for
attracting trouble with the next generation. So this older kid had Nick by the shirt,
yelling at him, pulling him off the short weatherboard wall of the shelter (itself long
gone now, I think) and then banging him back into it. He was yelling something,
‘Where are they?’ or similar, but Nick was really in no state to answer him. His face
was pinched up and he had what looked like blood crusting round his nostrils, his mouth
an ugly grimace.
‘Hey,’ I said.
The pulling and pushing back stopped. Older Kid turned and looked at me.
‘Fuck you lookin at cunt?’ he said to me.
‘Leave him alone or I’ll go and find a teacher.’
He snorted. ‘No teachers anywhere near here. Now piss off.’ He turned back to
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Nick and gave him another blunt shove, the taller boy’s body crashing into the wall
again. His face pinched itself even tighter with the pain.
‘I said leave him alone.’
He stopped and turned full away from Nick, facing me. He spoke slowly. ‘And I
said to piss off.’
I managed to catch Nick’s eye over Older Kid’s shoulder. I never did find out
his name. It didn’t take much; both hands gripping his stomach, Nick flicked himself
away from the wall and ran. Gone like a flash. If Older Kid noticed, he didn’t say
anything. His eyes were on me now. Giving credit where it’s due, if I learned anything
from Our Father Whose Name was Kevin, I learned how easy it could be to intimidate
people. I didn’t move; I returned Older Kid’s stare, not blinking. Older Kid didn’t say
anything else; he just took a step so that he was right in front of me and then, so
smoothly that it was almost part of the same movement, punched me so hard in the
stomach that I spent the next five minutes honestly fearing that I would defecate and
vomit at the same time. Flowers of pain, bright and hard, exploded in my vision. I was
white with agony from the chest down. He muttered something, ‘Mind your own fuckin
business, cunt’ or something like that, and then his legs—which were all I could see
now that I was severely doubled over—moved away and after a while I realised I was
alone. Eventually I was able to draw in a full breath and somehow find my way back to
full height. By the time the bell went for lunch an insurmountable number of minutes
later, I had what felt like a bowling ball in my gut to contend with, but the pain was
slowly abating. I could walk in a manner that looked more or less normal. I told no one
what had happened. I’m not even sure that Nick knew; I doubted whether he looked
back.
And if that was where things had stayed, if that was all that had happened, things
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might have been very different. It’s so hard to tell—impossible, in fact. As impossible
as it would be to measure the weight of the water in a rolling, endless ocean.
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Ghosts

Constable Nicholas Perks
I met Detectives Whitaker and McCoy at the Spindrift that evening at 6pm. The bar was
properly open this time and Dave was standing behind it, polishing glasses, chatting to
some of the people sitting along the bar’s length. Whitaker offered to purchase a round
of drinks.
‘Nothing for me thanks.’ I was never comfortable drinking while in uniform.
Just another little item of protocol that I no longer have to worry about.
‘Don’t worry, you’ll learn,’ Whitaker said almost over his shoulder as he walked
to the bar. McCoy was making some notes and checking them against some papers he
had in a folder on his lap. There was a reasonable crowd in—this must have been the
Wednesday night, perhaps fifteen or twenty people altogether, waiting for meals at
tables or sitting at the bar. It was quiet though—no one was saying much, or very
loudly, which was unusual but perhaps to be expected in the circumstances. The bistro
lounge at the Spindrift is not a huge space by anyone’s measure and it doesn’t take
much to fill it with conversation. People were drawn in, sombre. It was like sitting in a
funeral home. Whitaker returned with a beer each, for McCoy and himself. There was a
jug of water and some glasses next to the tray of cutlery on a table near the door. I
would get one soon.
‘Did you speak to Dan Smart today?’ I asked either of them.
‘Didn’t have a lot to say,’ Whitaker said, taking a sip. ‘Still pretty touchy.’ He
put his beer down. ‘Don’t know what you lot were thinking, letting him onto the beach
yesterday.’
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‘He was too quick for us.’
‘Should have stopped him.’
‘He was beside himself, we couldn’t—’
Whitaker put his beer down and spoke very quietly. ‘Currently, he’s a person of
interest. We need his sequence of movements, his account of who she met. And he can
barely string a sentence together because he got a good look at his princess with her
head caved in.’
‘You blokes stuffed up,’ McCoy said.
‘Concur,’ Whitaker said almost dismissively ‘But what’s done is done and we
can’t turn the clock back. Let’s be clear though, that wasn’t the only fuckup yesterday.’
I couldn’t say anything—there are unspoken rules about this sort of thing. If
you’re getting a roasting from senior officers, you shut up and take it, whether you think
it’s warranted or not. I duly exercised restraint during this exchange, despite blood
pounding at my temples.
‘We’ll get back to Loverboy,’ McCoy said. ‘We have infinite patience when it
comes to these things.’
‘He did show us her stuff,’ Whitaker said, as though he’d just remembered. ‘She
had a couple of thousand dollars stuffed into one of the pockets of her suitcase.’
‘And a bit in her purse on the beach,’ I said quietly. ‘We found it, still there after
she was killed. So this wasn’t an attempt at theft gone wrong.’
‘We don’t know—it may have started that way.’ McCoy shuffled through some
of the papers in the file on his lap. ‘Doesn’t look like it was a sex thing either. Postmortem confirmed no evidence of forced penetration and no traces of seminal fluid in or
near the veefer.’
‘Veefer?’ It wasn’t a police term I was familiar with. When I look back now,
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there’s really so much I wasn’t familiar with.
‘V for victory,’ Whitaker said.
‘And also vagina,’ McCoy told him.
Whitaker ran a finger around the rim of his beer glass. ‘I reckon that was the
plan. Our man—no doubt in my mind we are looking for a male, in case you were
wondering—didn’t give a shit about her money. Pretty young woman on the beach by
herself. He ripped her bathers off, after all. Or tried to. By then she was making an
almighty noise, screaming like a banshee. Tries to fight him off, defensive wounds all
over her hands and wrists. A woman doesn’t do that if a bloke’s keeping his hands to
himself. If he’d just up and stuck a knife in her face and asked for her money, she was
smart, she’d travelled a bit—she’d know to just hand it over. She’d get more eventually,
he’d bugger off and everyone lives to sunbathe another day. No, he wanted a piece of
her, I’m sure of that. Probably wanted to get her into the scrub, get it done, shut her up
and scarper. Didn’t reckon on her fighting like a bag of cats the moment he laid a hand
on her though. He had to improvise, shut her up there and then. Since he seems to have
used at least two weapons to do it, I reckon it took some time and I also think he came
prepared, either for her or someone else. Our troubled young man was looking for
trouble though. That’s my theory.’
He was nearly whispering by now. Despite my growing loathing of the man, I
was fascinated. He wasn’t finished.
‘And then he drags her into the water hoping the tide will take her out. Here’s
the interesting thing—he either wasn’t paying attention, or he wasn’t a local. He got the
tides all wrong. Inshore current is running north at the moment. He needed to get her out
fifty metres or so to get past that, didn’t get close. All she did was drift up the beach and
come in where she was found. He stuffed that up. He was improvising. That’s my
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theory.’
‘All speculation at the moment,’ McCoy told him, almost bored, across the table.
Perhaps Whitaker had shared this theory at least once before, during the day. I detected
a subtle undertone to his reply though—shut the fuck up.
And so we entered a brief period of silence that I would describe as not quite
awkward but not companionable either. I took the moment to get myself a glass of
water, nodding hello to a couple of people I knew as I passed them. They smiled thinly,
could barely meet my eyes.
‘How well do you know him?’ McCoy asked when I got back to the table.
‘Who?’
‘Dan Smart.’
‘Hardly at all.’ This was not strictly true—I had known him. Back then, though
only as Ben’s brother. I certainly wasn’t going into any of that now. I honestly didn’t
think it was relevant.
‘Wonder whether he’d be better talking to someone local,’ McCoy continued,
not really directing this thought to anyone. Then he looked at me. ‘Not you, perhaps, if
that’s the case. But maybe Harris, or the other long-timer.’
‘Harris might be good,’ I told him. ‘Knew Dan’s father. Been here a long time,
long enough to see most of the local lads either smarten up and fly right or go the other
way.’
‘Have a word to him then,’ McCoy said, taking a good swig of his beer. ‘Get
him to pay Loverboy a visit. You blokes might get something out of him that he didn’t
feel like sharing with us today.’ Another swig.
I took my small notepad out of my crisp blue uniform shirt pocket—looking
sharp is often half the battle, several supervising officers had said to me countless times,
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‘keep your shit all shines and creases’—and made some notes. Whitaker was checking
something on his phone.
‘I’ll see if we can do it tomorrow.’
‘Sooner the better.’ McCoy put his beer back on the table and wiped his top lip
with his thumb.
‘Anything else in the post-mortem report?’ I wasn’t sure they’d tell me, a lowly
foot soldier, but it was worth a shot. No cheek, no Christmas cake, as an old aunty of
mine once said.
‘Whitaker and I need to discuss that properly,’ McCoy said firmly. He had a way
of biting off his sentences that really clamped things down. I was convinced that
Whitaker had said far too much earlier.
Whitaker snapped his phone shut and returned it to this pocket. ‘Mother and
Father Fabri are due in Melbourne at 7am in the morning. They’ll be on the first
available flight over here. Want to visit the beach on their own tomorrow afternoon, and
then stay with Father Doole in St Helens tomorrow night. There will be a memorial
service on the beach in the next couple of days, after which the Fabris will travel to
Hobart to collect their daughter and take her home. Fly out early next week.’
‘Think the service will flush anyone out?’ The water tasted dusty.
‘No,’ Whitaker said, ‘unless he’s a total idiot and because this isn’t NYPD Blue
where things are resolved in fifty minutes because crims do stupid shit like that.’
‘He stabbed a girl in broad daylight on a public beach,’ I said. ‘I don’t think he’s
the sharpest tool in the shed.’
‘And so far, he’s vanished without a trace. Speak when you’re spoken to,
Constable.’
McCoy waved a hand casually across the table, as if to shut us both up. ‘We’ll
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keep an eye on the crowd, of course, but I wouldn’t expect miracles.’
‘I’ll be there,’ Dave called out from the end of the bar where he was placing
some clean glasses back on a shelf. ‘Sally will be there. Reckon there’ll be quite a turn
up.’
‘I don’t think we should meet here anymore,’ Whitaker said. ‘The bar has ears.’
‘But there’s beer.’
‘I know. Quite a dilemma.’
I enjoyed the banter up to a point, but thought I should try and keep some focus.
‘Mum will probably want to collect her stuff too, won’t she? From Dan’s place.’
They both shrugged. ‘What if she does?’ Whitaker drained the rest of his beer.
‘We’ve been through it pretty thoroughly. Nothing there of any interest to us.’
‘We should tell Dan though.’
McCoy stared at me. ‘We should do no such thing. You might want to though.’
Whitaker got up and headed for the bar. Half way there he turned and looked at
me, as if to say, ‘Changed your mind?’ I shook my head. McCoy flashed two fingers at
him and then spoke to me again.
‘By the way, you do your homework today?’
I reached into a small backpack resting against my feet. ‘I did.’ It had taken a
good few hours, as I’d thought it would, but I had a list of convictions across a range of
charges connected by the common factor of assault, going back approximately six years.
McCoy quickly flicked through the stapled pages when I handed them to him. There
were a hundred and thirty-seven separate convictions in all, and four names appeared
more than three times on the list. An additional three dozen or so charges I looked at
were either dismissed by the magistrate, dropped before they could be heard in court
(although we still maintained a record of them—BCOs they were called, ‘By Charge
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Only’) or a conviction wasn’t recorded, which was common in either fairly minor
offences or for first-time offenders.
Whitaker returned from the bar and planted a fresh beer in front of himself and
his colleague.
‘Bit of a frustrating exercise, really,’ I told them. McCoy pointed to a section of
it for Whitaker, who took the printout and read it. ‘There are four serious multiple
offenders on the list, any one of whom would have been well capable of what happened
yesterday. The bad news is that I can tell you where they all are. One is in HM Prison
Barwon in Victoria until the day of the resurrection, one died of cancer nearly two years
ago, one has three months to go on a manslaughter stretch in Risdon and the fourth
rolled his car on Ansons Bay Road two months ago, trying to pick up the joint he’d
dropped they reckon. Badly banged up. As we speak, that gentleman feels nothing but
cruel optimism from the chest down.’
‘Fuck,’ McCoy said quietly.
‘Still and all, I reckon there’s a good chance our man is on that list somewhere.
He doesn’t need to be a high-flyer.’ Whitaker sounded almost obscenely positive. I
imagine, in a game like his, you have to be, as often as possible. The alternative did not
bear consideration.
‘You’re right,’ McCoy told him. ‘Doesn’t matter who’s where. Everyone on that
list has to be accounted for regarding their activities at midday yesterday. They’re worth
a chat at least. How many of the others still kicking around this area?’
‘Most of them, I reckon,’ I said.
‘Right.’ McCoy leaned forward, all business now. ‘Then this is what you do
now. Eliminate the dickwipes you just mentioned and print that list off again. If you
can, do it in order of where they live in relation to the beach, closest first. Everyone
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between, say, St Helens and Bicheno. If anyone else crops up in small talk between you
and your fellow sandgropers, add their name to the bottom of the list. And if you happen
to see any of em in the street, tell em to put the kettle on.’
‘Anything else?’
‘McCoy might want a handjob later,’ Whitaker said. I glared at him.
‘Shut the fuck up, Paul.’ McCoy also gave his partner a look that could open
envelopes. ‘I think we’re good for now,’ McCoy said to me, more quietly, chugging a
mouthful of his new beer. ‘Come to the briefing in the morning, otherwise get us that
new list ASAP. And keep it hush of course. Jokes aside. Don’t want anyone getting
ahead of the game.’
Whitaker was not remotely perturbed by McCoy’s brief flash of anger. He took a
swig of his beer and I noticed the black sleeve on his left wrist again.
‘What is that?’ I asked. ‘On your wrist.’
Whitaker’s glass paused just away from his lips. It took a long time to get back
to the table. ‘That,’ he said, ‘is my little secret.’
‘Tomorrow then,’ McCoy said. His second beer was empty. ‘Good work today,’
he said, without really meaning it.
There were a few minutes of more or less contented silence. I was just thinking I
would take my leave when Whitaker spoke up again.
‘Someone saw something, you know,’ he said quietly. ‘There were probably
eight or a dozen people on that beach yesterday. Someone saw it happening. No doubt.
Until they decide to open their mouths, we’re chasing shadows.’
‘Shut up, Paul,’ McCoy said.

The following morning I attended to the revised list of names and address
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McCoy had requested, in addition to other bits and pieces of paperwork, odds and ends,
trivial stuff. I missed the vigil on the beach early that afternoon with Maria’s mother and
father. The slightly larger contingent of media at the briefing that morning had nearly
wet themselves when Whitaker—it was his turn—told them that the bereaved parents
would be arriving. But I made sure the decks were clear and everything was sorted that
had to be, prior to the memorial service being organised for the following day. Friday
that would be, the third day after the discovery of her body. They must have jumped on
a plane out of Rome nearly the minute they’d heard the news. Perhaps I would have
done the same, but then I have no children so I can barely imagine what they must have
gone through.
I decided I would ask Harris to come with me to see Dan in the next couple of
days, to organise collecting Maria’s things. It would be small comfort for her parents,
no doubt, but it would hopefully be something.

120

Fat Dave
I only have one kid, a son, he’d be thirty now and Christ knows where he is. Dylan.
Sydney I think, Blacktown, sharing a place with some other blokes he’s in a band with.
Well, that was the last I heard, a few months ago. It’s not that we’re avoiding each
other, you know, although I have probably been guilty of that in the past, especially
after he shot through with his mother in his last year of school—but you know, you
work and you sleep and you wake up and go to work again and bugger me dead it’s
Christmas again and where did that come from? But he’s still young, the world’s his,
you know, he’s going to rip shit or bust with his music and good on him. You don’t
want to die wondering. That stuff all came back when I saw Maria’s mother in the car
park outside the Shop because I wanted to ring Dylan, say hello and that. I didn’t
though, not then. Not for another couple of days, and then it was a four-minute wonder
of a phone call. Good to hear his voice. I know you’re always at me to ring him and I
usually say, you know what, he knows how to use a phone too, and you give me that
look.
Gabriella Fabri was swathed in black from head to foot. I’ve never seen anything
like it. She had pulled a thin veil of some flimsy material or other back from her face
and up over the small hat she was wearing, where it sat in the breeze like a tiny
spinnaker. I could tell she was beautiful in that way that graceful women of a certain
age have, but her face was cold that day, that’s how I would describe it, as if she was
locked into some kind of neutral expression. She didn’t smile. Her features barely
moved at all. She made a very small sound, something like ‘Hai,’ when she briefly took
my hand and held it. I only realised later that in addition to grappling with her shock and
whatever else, she probably didn’t know much, or any, English. Her hat and its veil of,
maybe it was lace I don’t know, cast shadows across her face so it was hard to make out
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any details. She briefly removed her hat and its tiny sail to speak to one of the detective
blokes, the red haired one, Whitaker I think. In the full glare of the sun I could see how
pale she actually was. She looked a bit like a cat I thought, especially around her eyes.
There were heavy smudges of black under both of them, makeup I supposed since she
dabbed at them several times while she was meeting people and no doubt doing her best
to make conversation with them. As with me, when she took the detective’s hand in
hers, her own hand did not move. I couldn’t hear what he was saying to her.
The day was getting warm already. I shifted the knot of my tie, maybe the third
time I’d worn one in, I don’t know, ten years or so I suppose, to try and get some air
under the collar of my shirt. Truth be told, it was too small. Apparently I’d piled on a
few more kilos since the last time I wore it but I didn’t have another one and I didn’t
have time to pop up to Glad’s in St Helens and buy a new one. Honestly, how often
would I need it? I’ll lose weight before the next time. Promise. Anyway, here we were.
Beer was going to flow like a river of gold this afternoon, that was for sure. First one
free, as a gesture of sympathy to Maria’s family and the community. Bar prices after
that.
You were still fussing around the Shop. Don’t think I didn’t notice. You took
your time coming out to meet Mrs Fabri but I understand why. Not having a go. Her
father didn’t come to the service, stayed behind at Father Doole’s in St Helens. He had,
by all reports, been very emotional on the beach the afternoon prior for their little
private visit to the spot. There was a picture in the Examiner that morning clearly taken
from some distance away but zoomed in, of the man in his lovely suit on his knees in
the sand, his face buried in both hands, clearly sobbing. And you know, I could think, if
I had a phone call from the cops in Sydney…
I shook my head. That wasn’t going to help me today. Needed to keep it
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together. Focus on the moment.
To find some cooler air, that was when I walked into the Shop. There you were,
ringing your hands by the register.
‘I don’t think I can go out there,’ you said.
‘You should meet her, tell you spoke to Maria.’
‘What do I say?’
‘What can any of us say?’ I put my arm around you, hoping I wasn’t too whiffy
with sweat. I could never be accurate about exactly how long I’d known you, it was that
long. Thirty years at least, had to be. You rested your head on my shoulder. Things felt,
I don’t know, calm for a moment I think. ‘That cop,’ I said, ‘the detective. He’s the one
I feel sorry for. What’s he telling her? Nothing. They’ve got nothing to go on.’
‘She’s come all this way.’
‘She must be knackered, on top of everything else.’
You lifted your head away, drew a breath in. Dabbed at your eyes with a tissue
that came out of nowhere.
‘Okay,’ you said. ‘Let’s do it. You’re staying with me though.’
I let you out first and pulled the Shop door closed behind us. Your handwritten
note was still in the window from the other day. While I was inside, Father Doole had
arrived and was buttoning up his priest’s outfit (a hassock? not the faintest idea) over a
white shirt and some light beige-looking trousers. The detective had moved away from
the car park, to address an assembled pack of journalists who were waiting to cross the
Tasman Highway. Moving almost as one, you and I made our way over to Maria’s
mother, who was in a circle now with a couple of church volunteer ladies from up the
Bay.
‘Mrs Fabri,’ you said quietly, ‘I’m so sorry.’
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She had replaced her hat but the veil was still cocked up over its brim. In any
other situation it might have looked funny. Like her hat was trying to tack into the wind
or something. One of the church ladies whispered to her.
‘Grazie,’ she said, her voice little more than a whisper. She said something else
after that, but very quickly. I caught what sounded like ‘dio’. Her hands came out to
hold yours.
‘She says God bless you,’ the church lady said. What was her name? Damn it.
Tinker Watson’s first wife, she was. Beryl, Betty, something like that. No, Bernice!
That was it. Left him for an accountant who set up shop in St Helens, Christ, ten years
ago now must be. Pretty sad state of affairs for a bloke if you ask me, being shafted for
an accountant.
‘I spoke to Maria,’ you were saying. ‘When she arrived in town I made her a
sandwich. She was so polite.’ Bernice said this or some version of it to Mrs Fabri in
Italian. Credit where it’s due, I was impressed. Funny how you don’t know some people
as well as you think.
‘Grazie,’ I heard again, followed by a stream of Italian. It was quite musical in
an odd sort of way to listen to but of course I understood none of it. She let go of one of
your hands to retrieve a tissue from her sleeve and dab her eyes again.
‘Lento,’ Bernice said, and quietly, over her shoulder to you, ‘My Italian’s not
that good.’
Mrs Fabri repeated herself, speaking a bit slower this time.
‘Ah, I think I got most of that.’ Bernice spoke to you but kept an eye on Maria’s
mother. ‘Mrs Fabri says that she is very grateful for the kindness you showed her
daughter in her last days.’
You nodded and I suppose that was the only response you could manage at that
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point. You fell against me softly, shoulders heaving with sobs, and Mrs Fabri’s hand
went to your shoulder and she spoke again, very gently. You nodded before Bernice
even offered a translation.
‘Please take some comfort,’ the kindly old woman who’d broken Tinker
Watson’s heart said, ‘that she died somewhere she was very happy.’
At this point the detective, the red haired one, pretty sure it was Whitaker, came
over and spoke to Father Doole. Mrs Fabri composed herself and stepped away from
you, pulling the veil back down over the brim of her hat, shielding herself from the
world.
‘When you’re ready we can go down to the beach,’ I heard Whitaker say to the
priest. ‘I’ve told the media to keep away. Told them this is a private service for the
benefit of Maria’s family. No photos and no hassling anyone afterwards.’
*
Things might get a bit flowery here, sorry. I was swept along by it all, I have to
say. I’m not much for thinking about things or wondering about life and all that, I just
get on with the job most days, open and shut and see you later. Not complaining, don’t
get me wrong. Wouldn’t be doing it if I wasn’t happy. But it’s what I am used to and I
suppose being used to it is part of what makes me happy with it. I know what’s what
and who’s who. I know what to expect. And until that week, there weren’t many
surprises. Nothing to really set me back thinking about things. And I’ve never been real
religious, never, just never cared for it. Meant nothing to me. I could probably
understand why other people went to church and that, but I figured out pretty early on in
the game that it wasn’t for me. I just get on, and that’s my lot and I am happy with it,
but I don’t mind telling you, I was hit right in the guts by the service on the beach that
day. Whether it finally bought things home for me, that that beautiful girl had died right
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here, somewhere I’ve walked thousands of times, where everyone in town and up and
down the Coast has walked thousands of times with never a problem at all. And now all
this, and her poor mother, drifting like a shadow through her own nightmare.
The sight of her, that vast black shape drifting across the sand, will stay with me
for the rest of my days. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. The heavy hem at the bottom of
her black skirt brushed the beach sand along in her wake, leaving a flat wide track
behind her, stamped almost perfectly in the middle by her careful footsteps. The two
detectives, can’t remember the other one’s name at the moment, Whitaker and his mate
walked over to stand at the spot where Albie found her and of course there’s no trace
now that she or anyone else had ever been there. I thought then that the beach was like
an absent-minded old man. You tell him something and he soon forgets.
You were in front of a group of locals, they’d come from Scamander and St
Marys up to Ansons Bay, who had walked down onto the beach. Ben Smart was there,
hadn’t seen him for a good while, but I couldn’t see Dan anywhere. Albie Dodd wasn’t
there either and I can’t recall if he was home or not by that point, probably if he was he
was under orders to rest anyway. Took a knock, poor old bugger. The tide was on its
way out again so you could stand between Whitaker and the water, Ben was a few
metres away on your right and the rest of the crowd trailed away from him in a loose
cloud. I noticed Paul Randall, the doctor, hands in his pockets and his face open in
disbelief. A lot of people in the crowd looked like that, like they’d just been slapped. It
was all very hard to understand. It made no sense, and more than likely it probably
never would.
And at the centre of us all that day, the grieving, swathed in the black of her loss
and nearly speechless with the weight of it all.
From somewhere, Mrs Fabri produced a large bouquet of flowers, ornate and
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stark white against the darkness of her clothing. I am not an expert but I would guess
they were lilies, I read somewhere that they were the right flowers for funerals. They
seemed fresh, crisp with life and attention, and I found myself wondering where they’d
come from. I was staring at them when Father Doole began, his voice rich and rising
over the steady shush of the breaking waves behind him. Occasionally one would push a
bit further forward than the others and lap at his feet. I remembered, from where I don’t
know, a dim and distant corner of my childhood, something about Jesus having his feet
washed.
‘Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee,’ he said clearly. ‘Blessed art
thou among women, blessed is the fruit of thy womb Jesus. Holy Mary Mother of God,
pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death, Amen.’
‘Amen,’ a quiet chorus repeated. Some of them made the sign of the cross.
Noggin, nutsack, nipple to nipple, my mates and I used to say at school, too many years
ago.
‘While we gather here today on the cusp of sadness and staring at the face of
tragedy,’ Father Doole continued, ‘we also gather to give thanks for the life of Maria
Bella Caterina Fabri and rejoice in the blessing that we knew her, no matter for how
long.’
Mrs Fabri’s head lowered, and Bernice was standing at her shoulder, translating
as best she could no doubt. I thought I saw Maria’s mother sway slightly and I
wondered whether anyone was prepared for the chance that she might faint. I was glad I
had seen Dr Randall in the crowd—I reminded myself where he was standing, just in
case.
‘Deliver us, Lord, from every evil and grant us peace in our day. In your mercy
keep us free from sin and protect us from turmoil as we wait in joyful hope for the
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coming of our saviour Jesus Christ.’
‘Amen.’
‘While we take no comfort from acts of violence that take away those we love
and cherish, we should take comfort in the love of God for all his children and for the
support we can provide each other at a troubled and troubling time such as this. I invite
you now to close your eyes and offer a minute’s silence in which you might reflect on
the glorious life of Maria Fabri.’7
He stopped speaking and apart from the insistent sound of the tide there was no
noise. I lowered my head and focused on the smooth field of sand immediately in front
of me. It was unblemished and appeared solid but I knew that it wasn’t. More grains of
sand on the world’s beaches than there are stars in the known universe, I’d heard on the
telly once. A number beyond counting. Father Doole said something in Latin after the
minute was up, and then repeated it in English.
‘Eternal rest grant unto her O Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon her. May
her soul and all the souls of the faithful departed, through the mercy of God, rest in
peace.’ This was met with another softly mumbled ‘Amen’. From beneath his robe
Father Doole produced a small glass jar and he unscrewed the lid. He flicked the water
onto the sand in a sweep back and forth between himself and Mrs Fabri. ‘O God,’
speaking a bit more loudly now, ‘by your mercy rest is given to the souls of the faithful,
be pleased to bless this place. Appoint your holy angels to guard it and set it free from
all the chains of sin visited upon the soul of her when her body was here, so that with all
the saints she may rejoice in eternity though Jesus Christ our Lord, Amen.’
I found myself, a bit surprising, repeating it this time.

7

Dave, dear man, did not of course remember all of this so perfectly. I asked Father Doole for a copy of
the service he adapted for the memorial that day, and I have slotted in sections where appropriate. This is
not misleading—it is what was said. Not, of course, in Dave’s words or from his memory.
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‘Jesus said unto her I am the resurrection and the life. She that believeth in me,
though she be dead, yet she shall live.’ The lid was returned to the empty bottle to some
hidden pocket or something in the robe. ‘Grant O God that while we lament the
departure of thy servant Maria, may we remember that we are most certain to follow
her, ever watchful that when we are called we too may enter into eternal glory through
Christ our Lord, Amen.’
‘Amen.’
Father Doole gestured for Maria’s mother to turn towards the ocean. She drifted,
in the vastness of that black dress, to the waterline, ignoring the waves licking and
swirling around her feet like little puppies. With a slow move she leaned down and
placed the flowers on the water, leaving it now to the whims of the tide. She
straightened up and remained facing the ocean. The priest opened his arms to the sky, as
if to hug someone unseen, which I suppose he was in his way.
‘By the sacred mysteries of man’s redemption may almighty God remit all
penalties of the present life and the life to come. May He open to you the gates of
Paradise lead you to joys everlasting.’ He made an exaggerated sign of the cross in the
air over the ocean. ‘The blessing of God be upon you in the name of the Father, the Son
and the Holy Ghost, Amen.’
‘Amen,’ echoed respectfully but unevenly behind him.
Father Doole turned and walked through the very shallow water to Mrs Fabri.
He made the sign of the cross on her forehead with his thumb, lifting her veil carefully
out of the way first. She kissed his hand and then, lightly, both of his cheeks. And then
they stood together, the flowers ebbing towards and then falling away from them,
drifting uneasily on the water.
That was it, really. People started wandering back up the beach and I would have
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to get a move on, since they’d be lining up at the bar soon enough for their cleansing
ales. I stood for another minute or two first though, watching that poor woman weeping
into the waves that had washed her daughter’s body. I think it was probably then that I
realised this place, my home, wasn’t any more what it had always been.
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Constable Nicholas Perks
Harris, Waverly and I allowed ourselves a single 7-ounce beer after the service on the
beach. I know they didn’t mind but I told myself it was a unique occasion and I
presumed Sergeant Reardon wouldn’t mind, not that he was there. Coppers should
connect with their community at times like this, that was the clear message. Not the sort
of thing they cover in training but you work it out pretty quickly when you’re on your
feet. We didn’t stay long at any rate and as you can probably imagine the mood was
fairly grim. And we all had work to do. Waverly had to get back to the Incident Van,
poor bugger. I grabbed Harris once we were outside.
‘Mrs Fabri wants her daughter’s things, to take them home,’ I said.
‘I can understand that.’
‘Can we get them now?’
‘Now? And why “we”?’
‘You know this is tricky. I don’t know whether he’ll be okay with it. Better if
there’s two of us there, isn’t it?’
‘Not scared, are ya Perks?’
‘Not at all. This is not a normal thing.’
‘Nothin’s normal round here, not anymore.’ He seemed to think it over. ‘Right,’
he said eventually. ‘I’ll tag along. Let’s get it over with.’

My resolve to undertake the job efficiently was threatened immediately because
Ben opened the door. He smiled when he saw me. I remained neutral: respectful,
professional, diligent. At all times. He was wearing knee-length surf shorts and a pair of
thin-framed framed glasses. … Nothing else. I looked past him, into the room. Staying
neutral.
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‘He’s asleep.’
‘We’ve come to collect Maria’s things,’ I said. Firm, professional tone. ‘As you
may know, her mother is here and she has requested the return of her daughter’s
possessions.’
‘Christ,’ Ben said. ‘You lot don’t muck around. Look…’ He removed the
glasses. ‘I don’t think Dan’s ready for that. He’s struggling, you know.’
‘I completely sympathise with his situation,’ I said. ‘However, we are acting on
a reasonable request from Maria’s mother. We don’t have a lot of time.’
Ben looked at me. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘You’d better come in then.’ He propped his
glasses on top of his head, stepping back out of the doorway to motion us inside. He
waved a hand towards the couch as if inviting us to sit but we politely declined—mainly
because it was a matter of professional bearing to remain standing, and also because the
couch looked uncomfortable. I could detect immediately the scent of marijuana smoke
but a quick scan of the room revealed no clear and present source. The room contained
some basic furniture and there had been what I would describe as a minimal effort at
decorating. I did observe a smoking device which appeared to be homemade, on a table
near a lamp under a picture of a waterfall. The device did not appear to have been used
recently. I found myself hoping he’d tidied things up a bit for Maria.
‘You blokes like a cuppa?’ Ben asked from the kitchen.
Neither of us did. ‘But thanks anyway,’ I said.
The door from the lounge room into the rest of the house opened and there was
Daniel Smart, who I hadn’t seen since the beach two days ago. He looked terrible. His
eyes were puffy, and he looked swollen all over somehow, as if grief had physically
inflated him. He was pulling a t-shirt on over a pair of red underpants. His long untidy
hair clumped in shapeless knots against the fabric of the t-shirt. He looked distinctly as
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though he had not slept for days.
‘What youse want,’ he mumbled.
No easy way around it and no point putting it off. ‘Dan,’ I said, ‘at Maria’s
mother’s request, we’ve come for her things.’
He leaned against the open doorway, by choice or not I couldn’t tell. ‘Mmm.
Had some churchy thing on the beach. Couldn’t face it.’
‘We understand that, mate,’ Harris said, ‘but—’
Dan looked at him. ‘Fuckin mate now is it.’
‘Just listen,’ Ben said quietly.
Unperturbed, Harris continued. ‘Her mother wants to take Maria’s things home.
With Maria.’
Ben was watching his brother very closely, I noticed. Dan scratched roughly at
the patchy stubble on his right cheek. There was an uncomfortable silence for a
moment. ‘I get it,’ he said finally.
‘That’s why they’re here now,’ Ben said quietly to him. ‘To pick up her things.’
This seemed to wake him up a little bit.
‘Fuckin now?’
Ben nodded.
Dan changed as if someone had flipped a switch. He paled, his eyes growing
wide. He couldn’t look any of us in the face. ‘Does it have to be right now?’
I turned my hat over in my hands. I would have given anything not to have been
in that room at that moment. There are certain things you have to do in this job that they
could never pay you enough money for. ‘I’m sorry Dan,’ I said.
‘Get fucked,’ he spat at me.
Ben motioned at him, a pushing gesture with his arms, perhaps willing to calm
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down. Then he turned to us. ‘Listen, this really is happening very suddenly. I don’t
think he’s ready.’
I felt rather than observed Harris turn to look at me, and I met his eyes. He
nodded in a subtle way and the message was clear: this would not be happening right
now.
‘Okay,’ Harris said to the brothers. ‘We know this is all very difficult. We don’t
want to cause you any more shit than you’ve already had. But we will need to collect
her things, Dan. For her mother.’
Dan remained silent. His was face set. He was trying so hard not to cry.
‘So this is what we’ll do,’ Harris continued. ‘We’ll give you…’ He checked his
watch. ‘Three hours. Until about 5.30pm. We’ll leave you alone, do what you need to
do. But we will back then and I don’t want there to be a scene. How does that sound?’
Dan’s mouth remained a firm line. He flicked a look at Ben and there might
have been the slightest, almost imperceptible nod. The only sign we were going to get.
‘Okay.’ Harris motioned me towards the door. ‘If you can’t pack her things up,
that’s fine, we’ll do it. And clearly we don’t know what she has or what not, so if you
decide to hang on to a few things, for your own wellbeing, no one is going to hold that
against you. We won’t ask any questions. Okay?’
He glanced at me again. That’s how the long-timers do it, I thought. Grace under
pressure.
I returned my hat to my head and opened the front door. ‘Thanks,’ I said quickly
to Ben, willing myself not to make eye contact.
‘Jesus,’ Harris said as we were walking back to the car in the Spindrift car park.
‘I know he’s been kicked around the block by this, but he looks bloody terrible. I’ve
seen some basket cases in my time, but that kid is fucked up. It’s in his eyes.’
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‘Reckon this’ll go okay when we come back?’
‘It’ll have to. That’s the bad news.’

We were back at 5.30, as promised. Knocked twice on the door. Ben opened
again. He’d found a shirt in the intervening period of time, but his glasses were where
he left them, nestled into his hair. I looked away. ‘Come in,’ he said.
The door into the hallway was open. ‘Go through,’ Ben said. ‘He’s in her room.’
The room appeared to have been carefully tidied up—at any rate, it was in clear
contrast to what I’d seen of the rest of the house. Daniel was sitting on the bed she’d
slept in. It had been made carefully, the sheets cornered perfectly and tucked in. On the
pillow there was a teddy bear, not much bigger than both of my hands, with love hearts
stitched neatly into both upper paws and ‘Je t’aime’ scripted neatly across its dark fur
chest in stark white thread. It occurred to me that the teddy bear and some of the other
objects in the room might contain viable fingerprints and I made a mental note to
mention this to Harris later. The window was open slightly so there were puffs of breeze
pushing out the curtains, making them billow and recede. A candle had been lit and was
sitting on the dresser on the other side of the bed, out of the way of the window. At
Daniel’s feet was a red suitcase with an orange ribbon tied to the main handle, and a
large white airport destination tag on which I could clearly make out the letters MEL.
The suitcase was done up and next to it on the floor was a small green backpack, also
done up, and largely empty if its deflated look was anything to go by.
‘The bear stays,’ Dan said quietly. ‘I bought it for her so I get to keep it.’
‘That’s what we agreed,’ Harris told him.
‘And I’d like to keep these things too.’ He opened his hands: a small bottle of
perfume, roughly half full from what I could see, a silver bracelet and two sheets of
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what appeared to be passport photos, Maria’s face replicated in four separate but
identical images on two sheets of developed photographic paper. ‘There’s some other
photos too but she bought those over here to give me so they’re staying.’
‘Of course,’ I said.
Dan tapped the suitcase with his foot. ‘Everything else, in there. Clothes, rest of
her money, stuff from the bathroom.’ He didn’t mention the note he’d written to her
mother, in what he could remember of his crumbly Italian, that simply said Maria was
beautiful, that he loved her and always would, that he was sorry about what happened
and he would have given anything to have that morning back and tell her not to go to
the beach, to wait and go with me, I’m just going to finish the lawns. Ben told me about
the note, some time later. You do what you have to do, Harris had said to him.
‘Can we take it now?’ I asked.
Dan didn’t move except to look away. I stepped forward and picked up the
backpack, handing it to Harris, and then picked up the suitcase. Harris left the room first
and from the doorway, I looked back at Dan. His hands had closed again carefully
around the few possessions that now held him to her and behind him, the flame of the
candle flickered quickly, seemingly the only movement in the room. I had a thought
then, a moment of clarity, that Dan had obviously had nothing to do with what
happened to her, and on the tail of that, a bright fleck of fear, as real as the flame
guttering away in the corner of the room: that we might never know. I think now that
that’s when the seed was planted that would blossom for me some months later with the
decision I made. Sometimes, when I genuinely needed to help people, I couldn’t. I
couldn’t imagine the conversations Detectives Whitaker and McCoy had had with
Maria’s mother, with nothing tangible to tell her about the circumstances of her death,
other than their sheer and obvious brutality. I was confronted with it that late afternoon,
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in that quiet doorway, looking at Dan lost in his grief and clinging to small pieces of
memory. It was a stark, simple truth: sometimes, no matter how often you asked or how
hard you looked, there would be no answers.
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Belinda
Quiet, Ellie. Let me sleep. We will play tomorrow. I promise.
The places where I have worked have always been white. Tiles, paint, curtains, doors:
white. Uniforms, white. It can be such an oppressive, heavy colour. I wasn’t sorry to
leave it all behind. I knew that I would have to; the morning after Ellie died I woke up
and I knew. The two things were not connected by anything other than my emotional
state at the time; the chairman of the Disciplinary Hearing did not state that explicitly
enough for my liking but I know it to be true. Of course I was distraught to turn up for
my shift that morning to see her bed empty and I had been around the block enough
times to know that it wasn’t because she had miraculously stabilised overnight and been
shifted to Rehab or the general Paeds ward. It had claimed her. In the hearts and minds
of most medical staff I overheard during and after her time with us, that was always
going to be the most likely outcome. She simply couldn’t be expected to fight the
infections that the severe burns had established in her blood.

I sat by her empty bed for a little while that morning. I wondered where her parents
were. I couldn’t stay there anymore though, I knew that. I worked the rest of that shift
on autopilot and barely saying a word to anybody. At the end of the shift I wrote out my
notice on the back of a pharmacy request form, handed it to the NUM, cleaned out what
few little things I had in a pigeon hole in the Break Room, and walked away. Through
all that white. Never looking back.

Until now.
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Fat Dave
Albie hated being in the hospital, hated it, he told me later. That time he popped into the
Spindrift, not long after he got home. They gave me stuff to sleep, he told me, but it
gave me bad dreams. Every time I close my eyes, he said. I can see her. Her face looks
at me, from the sand. Every time. Wouldn’t say anything to the nurse, lovely as she was,
but she was talking about getting me help and me getting too old. Pah. I was scared, if I
told her what I was seeing she’d make sure to get me one of them home nurses.
He just wanted to be home, in his own bed, taking care of Bess, chasing salmon
on the gutters every morning and evening, grilling the fish if he felt like it or giving it
away if he didn’t. Never had any trouble giving them away. Sometimes you took them,
sometimes he didn’t get two feet in the door of the Spindrift before someone snavelled
them. He never sold them, ever. There were only ever two or three at a time and they
were popular, good eating fish.
Albie was just one of those blokes who had always been around. He worked for
Grandfather, crazy old Werner, for a while, helped him build most of the older houses in
the area. Then the old Kraut built himself a shop, of course, your inheritance, and got
out of the building game. Albie always found something to do though, always landed on
his feet. Could read the beach like a magician, knew where the fish would be, when the
neap tides were on, knew when the wind was about to turn. It was good to see him in
the pub that night. As I might have said, he didn’t come in often anymore, and he
certainly got knocked sideways finding Maria’s body that morning but I knew he’d be
okay. Tough as boot leather and twice as ugly, he used to say when you asked him how
he was. Maria’s picture still wasn’t on the bar then, either, which is probably a good
thing when I think about it now. That turned up a couple of days later, thereabouts. The

139

night the fight happened.
Anyway, Albie was on the improve, I could tell. At least, that was how it
seemed.
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Belinda
Coming into summer, I said to Albie. I had paused for the automatic doors to slide open.
When they had slid all the way back I wheeled him through. I remember, he hated the
idea of the wheelchair, didn’t want a bar of it. Hospital policy, I’d told him. Once he
was outside in the fresh air he took in several deep breaths, tilting his head slightly
towards the last of the late afternoon sun.
My car was a small two-door hatchback but Albie managed to fold himself into
the front passenger seat, with my hand tucked into the crook of his elbow. I wound the
window down and gently pushed the door closed on him. Back in a tick, I said to him.
I returned the wheelchair and left him to take in some fresh air, to be glad of the
open window and the gentlest of breezes on his face. There were town noises, which he
probably had not noticed or been able to hear from his hospital bed: traffic and distant
people talking somewhere, the staccato beat of a bird’s wings against the air over his
head. And always, for me, underneath the noises of the world: your breathing, Ellie.
Gently labouring against my heart. The syllables of my name on your quiet lips.
And then I was opening the driver’s door, ignoring its squeak of protest, sitting
myself next to him and fishing the keys out of my handbag.
Ready?
I think so, he said, smiling.
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Maria
Father has the car pulled over to the side of the highway. Time is already difficult and
now he stops. Traffic rushes past us like we are stuck now on the bank of a river. I want
to be in the river, moving with the cars, towards the airport. Instead my father turns the
car off. I watch him. He is a careful man, always careful with his words. He seems to
want to speak but stops himself and this happens twice. I become more anxious. I need
to be at the airport.
‘It is not so far away now,’ he says eventually, as if reading my mind. ‘The
airport.’
‘Why are we stopped?’
Again, he seems to struggle with making the words. After a little while, he says,
‘I think you should not be going.’
I rub my eyes with my fingers. I am exasperated always with this man. ‘Father, I
have explained. It is only for six months—’
‘You are so close to the end.’
‘They’ve allowed me to defer.’
‘Why would they allow it? When you are nearly qualified?’
‘It’s in the rules of admission. I have done nothing wrong, and I will still qualify
when I return and complete articles.’
‘Your fellow students will be out by then. They will have the jobs.’
‘There will be other jobs!’ I stopped, taking breaths, calming myself. I did not
want to be upset, not today. Please, Father.
‘It is a disruption.’
‘Father, please. This is what I need to do right now. I have not had a break—’
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‘A break you want! A break! I did not take breaks when I was studying!’
I waited. I did not want to talk to him while he was so angered. The cars, like
impatient fish, kept zooming past us.
‘I am exhausted, Father. Perhaps in your time there was not the opportunity to
take some time off…’
‘I did not need it.’
‘But I do. I’m anxious all the time and I feel like I can’t focus on anything. I
need to get away.’
Again, he wanted to say something but did not. His mouth opened but he
stopped himself. I could almost feel the second hand of the watch on my wrist ticking
its way around the dial. The sky was grey but it had not rained yet. I wanted to be at the
airport before it did. Finally, my father spoke.
‘I do not understand,’ he said, shrugging, ‘and I will not pretend otherwise. But
you are not a little girl anymore. You can make your own decisions. However, you will
commit to me, here and now, that immediately—immediately—upon your return, you
will commence your articles.’
I knew that having taken some time off it would not be quite as simple as that,
but I was not prepared to lose another minute arguing about that. ‘Yes, Father of
course.’
‘I will be honest. I wish you weren’t going.’
‘I am going, Father.’
‘I know. If it is what you must do. If it is what you…need.’
I felt like he wanted to say more but he did not. He waited for a little while, and
then he started the car up. I sank back into my seat with relief. We rejoined the river,
finally. At the airport he leaned over to kiss my cheek and I felt his hand on mine. He
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told me that he and my mother loved me. I was expecting him to get out and help me
with my luggage but he did not—he said, ‘Ciao,’ as I got out of the car and I struggled
my big suitcase out of the trunk by myself. I stood on the path outside the large glass
doors that said ‘Departure’ on them and I waited for him to get out and come to give me
a hug. For some reason, I will never know why, he drove off. I watched his car
disappear into the flood of departing traffic. I stood there and I was alone. I shook my
head and I did not want to be frowning. Then I walked into the vast exciting space of
the airport, into the flood of people I did not know. And everything was, for a little
while, forgotten.
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The Sand

Ben Smart
Having to hand Maria’s possessions over seemed to even Dan out a bit. A hinge
moment, I believe some psychologists call them. He was still morose but he started
talking a bit more—not about Maria, perhaps still understandably—and it was like he’d
started to thaw emotionally. Some semblance of normality, the Dan of old, seemed to
solely return. I had asked him whether he wanted to go to the service on the beach and
he didn’t—I would really have been surprised if he’d said yes—but packing her clothes
and things up seemed to open something in him. It probably helped that he really had no
choice in the matter, and also that Nick Perks and the other officer, Harris I think his
name was, were pretty good about it, giving him some extra time and letting him palm a
few things of hers to keep.
It didn’t escape me that Nick could barely bring himself to look at me the whole
time he was here. Anyway.
Partly to try and wedge that opening a little further, and also because I was
getting pretty serious cabin fever after spending three or four days either at or not far
from Dan’s house (which seemed to be getting smaller the longer I stayed—I had
decided to tough it out on the couch), I suggested that we go to the Spindrift for a beer.
He wasn’t keen at first but he buckled when I assured him it would be one beer, then we
come home. Baby steps and all that.
I felt it as soon as we entered the public bar. It was momentary, the merest
flicker of a silence, but there was a clear turning of several heads at once, the slight
pause of beers at lips, an intangible sense of something unsure. I thought I could see it
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in their eyes but that might have been just me being overly sensitive. It’s him, they all
thought. The Boyfriend. One of the last people to see her alive.
‘Beer?’ I asked him over my shoulder as he walked in behind me. I was hoping
he couldn’t see, or sense, what I had.
‘Not here to fuck spiders.’ That was the Dan I remembered. ‘Boags stubby.’
He pulled out a stool from under the bar, near the door, and sat down. I leaned
on the bar a bit further and hadn’t noticed that he wasn’t looking at anyone, not meeting
their eyes. A television no one was watching flickered some game show or other up on
the wall at the other end of the bar, in silence. No one was using the eight-ball table.
Apart from us, there were maybe six or eight other people dotted along the bar’s length.
I recognised a couple of them, blokes who’d been dickheads at school and probably
hadn’t changed all that much.
Fat Dave had obviously given himself the night off. Unless things had changed,
the man worked nine days a week so a break every now and then was well earned. A
youngish man with slicked back hair and a week’s worth of facial hair took my order,
turned and opened a fridge and pulled out a stubby. His little gold name badge
announced him as Ian.
‘I’ll have a Corona,’ I said.
Ian twisted the cap off Dan’s beer and set it down in front of him. Then he
walked down to the other end of the bar for my beer, which he opened in one of his
drum-tight little fists.
‘Got any lemon? Lime?’ I asked.
He shook his head and opened the till. ‘Sorry. Seventeen dollars please.’
I flicked a twenty dollar note out of my wallet. ‘How much is the Corona?’
‘Nine fifty.’
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‘Jesus,’ I said.
‘He won’t fuckin help ya,’ came a voice from down the other end of the bar,
somewhere under the television. I ignored it, thinking about how things always changed
and also never changed.
Ian shrugged. ‘Complain to the management,’ he said, slapping my meagre
change down on the bar and closing the till. ‘I’m only filling in.’
‘Of course.’ I finally sat on a stool, picked up my beer and turned away from the
locals to face Dan. This did little to dissolve the knowledge that they were staring at us;
probably both of us now, for different reasons.
‘Do you know how long her mother’s in town for?’ I had a feeling one of the
policemen had mentioned it when they came for Maria’s things but I couldn’t recall
exactly what they’d said. It seemed like a natural opening question.
‘Not really. Few days. A week. I’d be guessing.’ He swallowed a mouthful beer
and returned his stubby to the bar.
‘You going to try and catch up with her?’
‘Let’s talk about something else.’
I sipped my Corona. It tasted good but it also tasted exactly like the Corona I get
at my local in the City for about seven dollars.
‘We can talk about expensive beer prices.’
‘Shut up.’ But was there a little flicker of a grin at the corners of his mouth?
We drank in silence for a while. The men at the other end of the bar guffawed
about something. The television blared colour at the world in its silence. Ian counted
some cash out of the till, placed it in a little plastic bag and disappeared with it through
the doorway under the television. I scratched around for some safer conversational
territory.

147

‘You got some work lined up?’
‘Yeah, here and there. Got some cash stashed away too. Might blow town for a
while.’
‘Don’t the police need to speak to you again?’
‘Haven’t said.’
‘But you were—’ The sentence died in my mouth. The last one to see her alive.
There was a pause. I sipped again. ‘As long as it doesn’t look suspicious.’
‘Don’t give a fuck what it looks like.’
It crossed my mind then, and only then, to ask him whether he thought he was a
‘person of interest’. He had to be figuring in the police lines of enquiry somewhere. But
I didn’t: this wasn’t the time, and of course I have no idea when the right time would
have been to bring something like that up. I wanted to enjoy the evening as best we
could. So the moment came and went, so briefly, and it’s never occurred to me since.
Even though, officially, the case is still open. To this day.
Instead, I asked him: ‘Where do you think you’ll go?’
‘Dunno. Get one of those vans you sleep in and head across the ditch, along the
Great Ocean Road, something like that.’ He went to say something, hesitated, drank
some more beer. And then clearly said to himself, bugger it. ‘I was going to fly back to
Melbourne with Maria.’
‘Were you?’
He nodded. ‘We were going to trip around for a while. I even tossed up going
home, back to Italy, with her.’
‘Did she know that?’
He nodded again. ‘We talked about it after she got here. She wanted me to think
about it. It’s a big move, she said.’
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I debated quickly with myself whether to keep pushing the conversation in this
direction—but he had come back to it, with no prompting, so I went with it.
‘Things were serious,’ I said, sipping about two dollars’ worth of Corona.
Savouring it.
‘Dunno about that.’
‘It wasn’t mutual?’
He shrugged. ‘Dunno. She turned up and it was like, nothing much had changed,
except there was no fucking. Other than that it was as though we hadn’t just spent two
years on opposite sides of the world.’ He finished the rest of his beer in one go. ‘Maybe
I should go and see her mum.’
I placed my Corona bottle on the bar, turning it around it in my fingers. ‘Why
not? What’s the harm?’
Dan tipped a finger at Ian and held up his empty stubby. ‘What do I fuckin…say
to her? What is there to say?’
‘You don’t need to say anything really. Just give the woman a hug.’
‘She doesn’t do hugs. Maria was always telling me how cold the woman is.’
‘Must have been a treat for her, growing up.’ I took another careful sip.
‘She was closer to her father.’
‘Right.’
Dan shelled some change out of his pocket for Ian, who had replaced his beer by
now. ‘He was filthy on her coming out here. Filthy.’
‘Yeah.’ I had already picked up on this, from little snippets of things Dan had
said over the last few days.
‘Hardly talked to her for a month before she left. Came close to missing her
plane because he insisted on taking her to the airport and then pulling over on the way
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to have one last go at her. He’s here now, came over with her mother. Couldn’t make
the service. Must be feeling like a right cunt. He must be… I don’t know.’ I kept turning
my beer around on the bar, saying nothing. While he was talking it was best to just let
him go. ‘Anyway, her mother was always a bitch. The strict one. So maybe the shoe
was on the other foot when she told them what she wanted to do, chuck uni in for a
while and head over here. Maybe he was the one who froze her out.’ He took a good
healthy swig of his fresh beer. It occurred to me then that we weren’t taking baby steps
anymore: Dan was up for a big one. And if it was what he needed, so be it.
‘Didn’t change her mind though,’ I said.
‘Nah. Maria could be stubborn to match it with the best of em. Her mother’s
daughter I suppose.’
Ian returned to the corner of my vision. My Corona was nearly empty—I’d been
trying to make it last, evidently not very well. ‘I’ll just have a pot off the tap please.
Draught is fine. I’m not borrowing against the house to pay for another one of those.’
He glared at me but turned away to grab a pot glass off the shelf behind him and
jab it under the beer tap. He watched it fill up. ‘No one likes a smartarse,’ he said
quietly, placing it on a coaster in front of me. I had already laid out enough coins for it
on the bar and he swiped them off.
‘Bit more head next time please,’ I said. ‘You know, more froth.’
Ian visibly reddened and threw the coins into the till.
‘For fuck’s sake, Ben,’ Dan said. ‘They’ll beat the shit out of you.’
‘Just having some fun.’
‘Well fucking stop it. I still live here, you know.’
Again I found myself wondering whether to continue this line of conversation or
keep Dan on the track he’d ventured onto himself. I settled on the latter. The redneck
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jibes could wait. Even so, it was good to see Little Brother with some fire in his belly.
The Dan I knew and loved was slowly making his way back to the surface, very slowly.
‘So you’re not really sure why Maria wanted to come…’
Dan waited this time, perhaps engaged in his own debate with himself. I had a
mouthful of beer, watching the silent moves of the game show contestants over his
shoulder. Eventually he relented. ‘We had a massive screaming match when I left there
to come home. No idea what it was about now, probably nothing, but I thought that was
the end of it. I’d never see her again. And that hurt, you know, because we had a great
time and I thought—’
The words stopped so suddenly I thought something was happening to him. He
picked his beer up as if to take a drink and then he put it down again. He closed his
eyes. ‘Sorry,’ he said quietly. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever actually said out loud to anyone
else.’
‘Said what?’
‘That I thought I might have been in love with her.’
This wasn’t the time or place for a hug. I would give him one later. I rubbed a
hand briefly on one of his knees instead. I was happy to sit through the brief period of
silence from him that followed. I have no idea what actually constituted progress as far
as he was concerned during those few days, but looking back, this felt like it. After a
while, I bravely ventured forth into conversation again.
‘But you kept in touch with her.’
‘Yeah.’ He sighed. ‘Took a while, you know, for normal services to resume.’
‘Who broke the silence?’
‘I did. Took a few emails and a couple of expensive overseas phone calls that
she wouldn’t answer, and a lot of waiting, but finally I heard back from her. I thought it
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was over though, I really did, even when she said was coming over. I thought we were
cooked. I hoped she might still have…that there might still be something there. And she
turned up that day off the bus from Launceston and it was normal, like I said. Except for
the look but don’t touch routine. And I hoped that that was only a matter of time.’
‘You think she was a bit opportunistic—that she only started replying because
she’d decided to head down here?’
‘Possibly.’ He drained nearly all the rest of his beer in some heavy swallows.
‘Look, fuck it. I’m not going to dwell on it. We had five days or so together that I
wouldn’t have had otherwise. They…’ He struggled again, his eyes moving back and
forth along the surface of the bar directly in front of him. ‘We had that time together. It
doesn’t matter where we were heading personally or anything like that. It’s not
important anymore. I don’t…’ He closed his eyes tight, screwing up his face, scratching
his temple with the smooth glass of his stubby. ‘It’s not important. Not anymore.’
‘No,’ I said. ‘Of course not.’
He took the last wash of beer from his stubby and placed it on the bar. He
motioned to Ian again, who noticeably took his time moving from where he was
chatting to the goons down at the other end of the bar. After a long couple of minutes,
he replaced Dan’s stubby with one from the fridge, removed the empty, and scooped
Dan’s coins off the bar and into the till. All without making the slightest eye contact
with either of us.
‘See?’ Dan said. ‘You’ve pissed him off.’
‘Charging a small fortune for a Corona pisses me off.’
‘Fuck’s sake. This isn’t Lygon St.’
I opened my mouth to reply, but someone was standing over Dan’s shoulder
and he spoke with deliberate calm.
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‘Just so ya know,’ this enlightened young man said, ‘the bar’s closed for
poofters.’
Dan’s eye caught mine and I read him like a book: Are you happy now,
dickhead?
I leaned out from my stool slightly to see more of the face belonging to the
voice. It was familiar but I couldn’t quite place it—possibly someone my father had
known, or someone I’d been at school with, although if that was the case he hadn’t aged
at all well. ‘Thank you,’ I said brightly. ‘If I see one, I’ll tell him.’
Dan did not turn around. ‘If that’s you, Parrot, just piss off, yeah?’
The Voice had shoved his hands into his pockets. He was making himself solid,
an immoveable object. He sniffed. ‘I’m looking at one right now,’ he continued at me
with that quiet menace. ‘And if he’s not out of the bar in two minutes, I’ll fuckin throw
him out.’
Any pretence of watching the television had vanished. Everyone down the other
end of the bar had turned on their stools or shifted from one elbow to the other on the
bar, watching the three of us.
‘Seriously, piss off Parrot. Leave us alone.’
Parrot flicked his gaze from one brother to the other. ‘You mind your own
fuckin business.’
‘It’s alright,’ I said lightly. I had been in situations like this before, more times
than I care to remember. I vowed never to give these useless pricks what they want—
but even so, I can’t really explain why I was especially foolhardy that night. I can’t even
blame alcohol. ‘Your friend just seems a little tense. Perhaps he needs a massage.’ Dan
shot me a look that could have melted glass.
The gentlemen’s gaze flicked back to moi. ‘Fuckin touch me and I’ll break your
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fingers, you fuckin homo cunt.’
Dan stood up, grabbing my elbow. ‘Okay, enough. Let’s go.’
‘You that backpacker’s boyfriend,’ Parrot said. I felt my brother tense right up,
through his grip on my elbow.
‘Shut the fuck up, Parrot,’ said Dan. ‘We’re leaving.’
‘Cops been sniffin round because of that,’ Parrot continued, unbowed by Dan’s
resolve. ‘Last fuckin thing I want. Cops make me nervous.’ His hands came slowly out
of his pockets.
‘Then try planting a few legal crops for a change.’ Dan pulled my elbow again. I
didn’t budge.
‘Maybe you did the bitch,’ Parrot said quietly. ‘Maybe the cops ought to take a
good hard look at you.’
‘Get fucked,’ Dan spat.
‘You heard him,’ I said. For what it’s worth, I did feel guilty for enjoying this as
much as I was. I am not a good human being. ‘Do you need any help?’
‘Don’t take fuckin orders from the likes of you, you poofy little prick.’
Dan’s right fist shot over my shoulder, whip-fast, and caught Parrot flush on the
side of his mouth, snapping his head back. ‘Shut your fucking mouth or I will shut it for
ya.’
I eased off my stool to get out of the way, backing away towards the door. I just
managed to squeeze out of the gap between Dan and Parrot as they came together,
elbows jabbing as fists pistoned backwards and forwards in the decreasing space
between them. I saw them both land full blows and blood crept from Parrot’s nose
across the grimace of his mouth—I could see it on his yellowing teeth—and onto his
dark blue cotton workshirt. Dan was pushed back onto the bar giving Parrot room to get
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a good swing in and his fist slammed into Dan’s left cheek just below the eye socket. I
watched my brother’s head twist sharply sideways from the punch as he struggled to get
himself off the bar and close the gap between them again. He ducked neatly under
Parrot’s next swing, grabbed him around the waist and heaved forward, managing to get
them both away from the bar. Parrot stumbled backwards into a stool, losing his
balance, and the two of them fell, locked together in a heaving mess. Dan’s head missed
the edge of a table by millimetres. They were trying to get punches in while heaving and
straining to get on top and use their weight to pin the other down and really lay the fists
on. Dan was able to get a knee up and he rammed it into Parrot’s throat, landing two
solid punches on his face before Ian circled Dan with tense, wiry arms, locked his hands
in front of Dan’s chest and somehow dragged him off.
‘Get the fuck out,’ Ian said. ‘Fuckin take it outside.’ He still had Dan in a
bearhug and Parrot was back on his feet in no time, slamming his fist twice into Dan’s
stomach. His nose was bleeding too, and his left eye was nearly swollen shut. Ian let go
and stepped between them. ‘Fuck off, the pair o’ ya.’
‘Take your faggot brother and fuck off,’ Parrot said, little red sprays puffing off
his lips with each syllable.
Dan lunged for him again but Ian braced himself and raised his elbow to the
level of Dan’s throat. ‘You go again and you’ll be out for a year,’ the relief bartender
said. Bloke had some balls, I had to give him that. ‘Get out,’ he said again, shaking a
finger two centimetres from Dan’s nose. ‘You and the homo.’
‘Get fucked, scumbag,’ I said.
Dan stepped back, deflating, still looking at Parrot. ‘I hear you talk about her
again,’ he said, each word floating on a jagged breath, ‘I will fuckin finish the job.’
Parrot held up his hands in mock surrender. ‘Please don’t hurt me Dan. I’ll be
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good, I promise.’
‘You’re a fuckhead, Parrot. Always have been.’
‘On your way, boy.’ With which Parrot turned and walked back to his mates at
the end of the bar. There were some high fives and claps on the back, muted laughter
and Parrot mopping at his face with the tail end of his workshirt. Ian clearly wasn’t
interested in enforcing the unwritten rule that anyone fighting in the bar would be
thrown out. Fat Dave would have frogmarched both of them outside himself, tout suite,
probably given them a kick up the arse for their trouble. But that’s local justice for you,
folks.
‘Come on,’ I said. ‘Time to leave the apes in their zoo.’
‘Shut up Ben, for Christ’s sake.’ But he followed me out, tenderly feeling the
swelling on his face, breathing lightly against the sharp jab of pain in his chest. ‘Just
fuckin shut up.’

We didn’t make it halfway back to the house before he stopped walking and
turned on me.
‘What is your fuckin problem?’
‘Me?’ I said.
He stopped walking altogether and looked around comically, an effect rendered
even more so by his only having one open eye. Which he then fixed back on me. ‘No
one else here, mate.’
‘Problem?’ I said.
‘I just got the shit kicked out of me because of you.’
‘I didn’t ask that arsehole to be an arsehole.’
‘You didn’t fuckin help either.’ He came closer to me. In the sickly light of one
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of Beaumaris’s two streetlights, I could see that he was genuinely pissed off. ‘I don’t
give a shit who you are, who you fuck, I don’t care, never did. Right? But there are
people who do, Ben. They care a lot and they will always fuckin hate you for it.’
‘That’s not my fault.’
‘Actually it is. When you rub their face in it, making stupid smartarse comments
about massages, that is entirely your bloody fault.’
‘I am never bowing down in front of hate or intolerance, Dan. Ever.’
‘No one says you have to. But unless you’re going to let your own fists do the
talking, do me a favour and keep your fucking mouth shut.’
‘Was I supposed to sit in there and let him call me names? Just take it?’
‘No Ben, but you should have been the one to kick him in the balls.’
‘You wouldn’t believe me if I told you you beat me to it?’
‘Nope.’
I sighed. ‘Thank you Dan. My hero. I am sorry.’
He looked at me. Even with one eye nearly shut he was looking differently at me
than he had over the last few days. ‘You’re still making it a thing,’ he said.
‘What thing?’
‘The gay thing. Ben, people probably won’t accept you or leave you alone if you
don’t let them.’ That, I have to say, is pretty much the last thing I expected to hear.
‘I’ve never been accepted here, Dan. If you’re telling me now that you’re cool
with it, that’s lovely, but it would have been nice to hear it ten years ago.’
‘It was quite a bombshell.’
I took a breath. A big one. ‘You and Dad had to know. And you had to hear it
from me.’
‘It took guts, Ben. I know that now.’
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‘Dad…never…’
‘I know.’ We’d started walking again but I wasn’t quite sure where I was
anymore. ‘He was who he was, right?’
‘He belted me. Gave me a face like yours is now.’
‘Yeah—but again, I have to say this. You pushed him.’
‘I wanted him to understand—’
‘No, you wanted him to be okay with it. He was never going to be okay with it.’
We walked for a while. Needless to say, this is not where I had envisioned the evening
would end up. ‘You know that point you reach,’ Dan went on, ‘where you look at your
parents and you think, “You’re not fuckin perfect, or even all that scary. You’re just like
everyone else.” He was just like all the other blokes here, Ben. He made what he made
with his own hands. He fed himself and us with them. Life was fixed and certain,
completely routine and that was how he and his generation lived, at least in this little
corner of the world. He was never going to make room in all of that for something he
didn’t agree with, certainly not overnight and most likely not ever. You should have
respected that even if you couldn’t respect him.’
We were on the lawn in front of Dan’s house. ‘I’m going inside to get some ice
and have a smoke,’ he said, and disappeared into the house. I watched the door close
behind him. Cold but not really feeling it, I lowered myself to sit on the lawn. When the
tears came, I didn’t fight them. When they subsided, I leaned back and looked at the
stars. How very many of them there were, those tiny infinite uncountable little grains of
light.
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Daniel Smart
[transcribed verbatim from audio recording made by Daniel8]
Um, okay. I don’t really know…this is all taken me too fuckin long and I’ll be honest I
don’t really know what the point of it all is. People keep askin me you know, how are
you, and I don’t know, I still don’t know. What’s it been now, nearly twelve months. It
still fuckin hurts. That’s how I am. Wish people would stop fuckin askin. Sorry for the
language. If it bothers ya, probably better stop listenin now.
When I saw that cop holdin her towel. What, why’s he doing that? Did he ask
her or what was she doin down on the beach that he’s up here with her towel, showing it
to the other coppers? What the fuck I thought. So I ran down there, full tilt, been mowin
the lawns and didn’t even have a shirt on. I’m not goin through what happened after that
because surely someone else is gonna tell you and the one fuckin thing I have worked
on the hardest is finding a place in my head for Maria on the beach that day where I
don’t see her every time I close my eyes. The world just fucked off crazy [?] after that, I
couldn’t stand up and I couldn’t breathe and I was all shakin and shit you know, out of
the blue Ben rings me and I haven’t heard peep out of the bugger for months not that we
have much to say these days, you know, but anyway there he is on the phone in the
middle of the day and there’s ice water in me guts because he wouldn’t be ringin just for
a catch up, havin a chat and what not. Not at fuckin lunchtime on a Tuesday. And he
said there was a body down there and then I saw the towel, the one I gave her that
mornin cause she didn’t have one.
So I get taken to the doctor and he’s all ‘try and stay calm’ and what kind of a
bloody idiot says that to a bloke who seen what I seen? Wanted me just to breathe and
shit and he gave me some pills and they helped a tiny bit. Then he sent me home, no
I have added punctuation as best I could. The recording was, at times, difficult to transcribe. I don’t
think he was sitting very close to the recording device.
8
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idea how I got there now and bugger me not ten minutes later there’s Ben on me
doorstep and he’s driven all like three hours to see me and I haven’t seen him since I got
back from overseas so what’s that, Christ, year and a half or so or fuckin close enough
to it. It didn’t matter then. Think I hugged him, might have had a bit of a sook. It was all
a bit much you know, one shit thing piled on top of all the other shit.
And the mornin after he was cool, made some breakfast but I don’t think I ate
much, fuck I was all torn up. The smokes seemed to help thank you Maria, bless you
beautiful thing. Some weed would have been better but fuck me if I wasn’t clean out.
Needed to go and see Parrot again, that slimy little cunt, total fuckhead but the best
supply on the coast. Maria wasn’t really into weed though, she was a party pill girl
when the mood was on her, so I was going to wait until, you know, until she left.
Anyways [?] I didn’t really know what to say to him because he went a bit weird what
with the thing with Dad and all that and it was like he blamed me for it a bit as well but
Dad and me were tight so maybe, I don’t know, Benny thought it was as though I hit
him as well. Hates being called Benny by the way, gonna fuckin hate that if he ever
reads this. But as if Dad and me were in it together somehow, I never really understood
that cause I always said, I always said I didn’t care who he rooted, none of my business.
You know what, fuck all of that though, it was good to see him. That first mornin sittin
out the back, still seein Maria but here’s this bloke I haven’t seen in fuckin ages who
dropped the bombshell of all bombshells on us after Mum died and I thought about how
I don’t know how to tell him, that I don’t care who he shares his dick with. He’s still a
good bloke. I don’t really want to shake his hand if you know what I mean but he’s a
good bloke.
So after breakfast I tried to get some sleep cause I really hadn’t had any yet and I
had a pill from the Doctor’s stash so I necked it [?] and put me mouth under the tap in
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the bathroom for a mouthful of water to chase it down and I went to my room so I had
to walk past her room. Yeah she wanted her own room but I hoped we’d end up sharin
because I still loved her and I said that to her in the emails but I dunno, things change
and people change and by the time she ended up here I hadn’t seen her for the best of
what, two years? So cool, give it time and space and all that happy greeting card
bullshit, whatever, and see what happens. It was hell good to see her again though, I
can’t say how bloody good it was. You’ve seen the photos, the one that ended up on the
bar in the Spindrift, that’s my favourite. I gave it to you because I know you and Maria
used to chinwag in the shop and that and Maria said how lovely you were to her, makin
sandwiches and what not. Like a mum. I guess you gave it to Dave to put in the bar and
that’s okay too, it’s nice having a little what you call it, a little shrine to her there. I can’t
always bring myself to look at it.
She was fuckin, she was beautiful, wasn’t she? Totally. I asked myself when I
met her in France, I asked myself when she turned up here, what the fuck did she see in
me? Some half-baked yobbo from the bottom of the world, didn’t have two skills or
three dollars to rub together, no idea at all what I’ve ever wanted to do with me life you
know, no plan ever, and here she is dancing with me in that club in Nice, boy, some
next-level [?] fucked up weird shit goin on there don’t you worry, tiny mind blown and
then she never seemed to leave my side. Got her name tattooed under my left tit the day
I left. Well, her name plus a word I made up. She inspired me, see? Like a fuckin poet
or something. Maria Evangelia Fabri. She got my name inked on her as well, Dan Smart
and the date we met, real small, on the back of her left shoulder. It’s how I, for sure, you
know. How I knew. That day. The day she was

[There is approximately a minute and a half of silence in the recording at this point,
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terminating with the clear sound of a cigarette lighter being flicked.]

Anyway [coughs] she says to me, ‘What is Evangelia?’ She was rubbing her hand
across the three words and I had no idea where it came from it was just there in my head
when I woke up next to her one morning. It made her sound like an angel, I reckoned.
‘Makes you sound like an angel,’ I told her. She laughed.
‘You silly. I hope my parents never see it, they will think I have changed my
name.’
‘It’s my name for you. Maria of the Angels.’
‘Silly,’ she said again.
Of the angels. There it is. [?]
[coughs again, indistinct bubbling sound in the background]
So there was her bedroom door and Ben was somewhere doin Christ knows
what sorry and the house was really quiet so I thought I don’t know why I thought I
would look at her stuff. I was thinking the cops would rock up at any minute too, grill
me about her and about the day before, sometime that day buggered if I knew when it
would be. Was later in the morning as it turned out but standin in the doorway of her
room I had no way knowing I spose, it was something distant but large if that makes
sense. Standin in the doorway I thought, she was here this time yesterday, fussin around
in here, getting her beach gear on, sittin on the bed, scrawling something in that journal
she kept, scribbling away in Italian. She tried to teach me some and I could say basic
stuff like, you know, how are you today and what time is it and can we have sex now
please. She would laugh at the last one. Maybe I wasn’t saying the words quite right,
what is it, ora passiamo sesso something or other, but I was okay with makin her laugh.
How beautiful it was to hold her, wake up naked next to her and have those soft hands
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snake around me in the mornings. Her legs angled over mine, her cheek against my
shoulder and the fan of her beautiful hair against my shoulder. Christ, she was fuckin
beautiful.

[Another thirty seconds, approximately, of silence and the strange bubbling sound.]

The t-shirt she’d slept in was on her pillow. Her suitcase was on the floor, the lid
closed over but it was undone, there was a couple of books on the floor next to it. In a
little box sitting on top of the suitcase she had some jewellery, like the bracelet I added
to the little shrine in the bar of the Spindrift was there, I bought it for her and sent it
over about six months after I got home. It went around the world and came back again.
It wasn’t much but she liked it, she said. I didn’t move it then, didn’t touch anything of
hers that morning, just looked. She’d left the curtains closed so the room was cool and
quiet and I think you know I just sat on the floor and looked at her stuff. All that I knew
of her that was left in the world. I’d lost me Mum and Dad so I knew what it was like to
have someone not there anymore and I’d felt ripped to the guts when they’d both kicked
off but this was different. They were old and they’d been crook. Maria hadn’t done
anything to anyone, healthy as a pig in muck, just havin a good time, seein the world.
She told me it pissed her father off, her comin out here to see me and travel around
down under but she wanted to do it. She was young and you do that stuff when you’re
young and don’t give a shit and I’d never met her dad but he must have been properly
messed up when he found out, his little girl gone from him and the world. I had a bit of
a sook again, don’t mind sayin, wasn’t the first time and it won’t be the last. She was
beautiful and free and she loved me in her way and she wanted to do everything and be
what she wanted to be, and the world is just a fucked up place sometimes, just bullshit
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[?] but it was lovely in the quiet of her room that morning and I stayed there. I fell
asleep on the floor leaning against the end of her bed until those fuckhead detectives
came knocking on the door whatever time that was and that was the end of that.

[brief pause]

I think that’s all for now.
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Constable Nicholas Perks
Detectives McCoy and Whitaker were determined to interview Mr Dodd as soon as
possible after he was discharged. Somehow, I managed to persuade them to wait. I
mentioned to them that it might be worth chatting to the nurse as well in case he’d
mentioned anything to her that might be worth looking into. (In time, of course, that
questioning would be easier to facilitate than I’d anticipated.) The detectives had made
it clear that every little scrap of information, no matter how apparently obscure, had to
be nailed down, cross-checked, verified, dismissed or pursued as was necessary. I
played the age card for Albie and it worked, briefly; he needed time to settle back into
his routine, I told them. He’d been through a lot and was old as Moses and we didn’t
want to expose him to any further undue stresses or trauma.
So mid-afternoon on the day after he was discharged, a week to the day after
he’d found Maria’s body on the beach, we pulled up in front of his tiny weatherboard
and fibro house—little more than a hut, it seemed to me—at the northern end of
Scamander and knocked on his front door. There was no noise. It would be our luck, I
caught myself thinking, if the old bugger had popped his clogs during the night. And
then he appeared at the corner of the house, almost perfectly silently.
‘I don’t use the front door,’ he said. ‘Round this way.’
We all walked around the back. ‘You’re lucky you caught me,’ he told us over
his shoulder as we followed him. ‘Just got back this minute, from my walk for the day,
on the beach.’ His dog, a great black lump of a Labrador, had knocked over her water
bowl and Albie bent down to pick it up, holding it under the tap at the corner of the
house and then replacing it carefully by her mat, spilling some despite his steadiness—
which, for his age, was something to behold. The back door was unlocked and I reckon
the old man might have struggled, if he’d been asked, to locate the key. Before that day
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a week prior, no one in Beaumaris locked their houses.
‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ Albie said.
‘Just had a cuppa,’ McCoy said.
‘Not for me, thanks all the same,’ Whitaker added.
‘I could murder a cuppa,’ Albie said, apparently unaware that the word had even
left his mouth. I noticed the detectives exchanging a glance more of amusement than
anything. Albie’s kitchen was small and most of the space was taken up by a table set
into the corner. There were only two chairs. I took a look and realised I was better off
out of it. McCoy had asked me to record the interview so I clicked on the little device
he’d handed me, checked it was working and left it on the sink by the kettle. Then I
stepped back into the alcove just inside the back door. I don’t think Albie even noticed
me. He was opening and closing cupboards, looking for biscuits perhaps. His dog—
Betsy?—nuzzled my leg and I leaned down to pat her.
He stopped, a cupboard still open, looking confused. ‘Don’t think I’ve got any
milk,’ he said quietly. Then he was opening and closing cupboards again, the same
ones. ‘Please,’ he said into the cupboards but addressing the two men. ‘Sit down.’
Whitaker and McCoy looked at each other, arguing in silence over who would
sit down. Whitaker leaned against the doorframe, removing himself from the discussion
and no doubt hoping the concession would be worth something later, like a beer.
McCoy dragged one of the chairs out from the table and carefully lowered himself into
it. Whitaker didn’t give him any more room.
‘I’m sorry,’ said Albie. ‘I think I’m out of biscuits.’
‘We weren’t expecting any,’ McCoy said. ‘It’s okay, we know you’ve had a few
days in hospital. How are you feeling now?’
‘Fine.’ Albie pulled out the other chair and wedged himself into it.
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‘So the other morning, about a week ago,’ Whitaker started. ‘You went for a
walk on the beach.’
‘Yes.’
‘What time did you leave here?’
‘I slept in, so it wasn’t until later. Unusual for me to sleep in. I still don’t
know…’
‘So what time?’ McCoy asked—carefully, I noted, so as not to appear abrupt or
rude.
‘I suppose it was about ten or half past.’
‘What time do you normally leave?’ Whether they’d agreed to take turns or not I
don’t know, but the two detectives alternated asking the questions for a while.
‘There’s never an exact time. Between eight and nine.’
‘So that morning you were at least an hour later than normal.’
Albie nodded, scratching the back of his head.
‘Any way of being more accurate with the time?’
The old man shook his head, sounding not quite apologetic. ‘That’s what it felt
like. I’ve never had to worry about the time.’
Whitaker turned to me. ‘How far are we here from where she was found?’
‘Roughly six kilometres, maybe a tad more.’ I was doing the numbers in my
head too; average human walking speed, making allowance for Albie’s age and walking
on sand, is four kilometres an hour. St Helens Police were notified at about 11.45am
that morning, and Albie had found her about ten minutes before that, allowing him time
to totter across the highway to the shop and for you to calm him down before making
the call. It seemed likely that Albie had actually left pretty close to 10am, allowing an
hour and a half to walk six kilometres (admittedly in ideal conditions, without stops).
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Which meant that a pretty important scenario was potentially unfolding here: Albie had
possibly just entered the beach for his walk as the attack on Maria was happening,
according to the pathologist’s best time-of-death estimates. Any crucial evidence left
behind would likely have still been in situ when he walked past.
Whitaker turned back to Albie. ‘You go the same way every day? North?’
‘No, sometimes I start out south and turn back.’
I am going to spare you the rest of this interview—really, it was difficult to
watch Albie endure it and I honestly don’t believe on this occasion that Whitaker or
McCoy gleaned anything helpful from him. It’s almost certain he was on the beach at
the time of the attack, but so far south he would not have seen or heard anything. Any
information he provided about seeing Maria about town was identical information the
detectives had heard from several other residents. Long story short: this visit was nearly
a waste of time.
‘We can see ourselves out,’ McCoy said when they finished with their
questioning. I reached in and picked up the recorder off the sink, flicked it off and
handed it to Whitaker. The old man seemed deflated suddenly, sitting in his chair. His
finger was still hooked through the handle of his teacup but his breathing quickly
appeared to become ragged. McCoy moved past us to get out of the room.
‘Is everything alright, Mr Dodd?’ I asked him.
He made a couple of sounds as if he was trying to speak. ‘Fine, thank you,’ he
said after a little while. I allowed the detectives to head back to the car.
‘Is someone going to check on you?’
He waved a hand. ‘Think the nurse is going to pop in.’
‘The one from hospital?’
‘Mmm. She wants to organise home care or some rubbish. I’m not having it.’
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‘I’m sure she’s doing what’s best.’
He shook his head. He started saying something I couldn’t quite hear and I was
on the verge of asking him to repeat it, when suddenly his eyes met mine.
‘I lied,’ he said. Immediately, I thought, Shit. I don’t have the recorder.
‘What about, Mr Dodd?’
‘I wasn’t on the beach today. When you came. I haven’t been back since.’
I squatted down next to him. ‘Listen, that’s okay. It’s not important to the
investigation.’
‘It’s important to me. I can’t, I can’t…’
‘Take a couple breaths.’
He stopped, still looking at me, as if searching for something. He shook his
head.
‘I can’t go back,’ he said quietly.
I stood up. ‘Listen, I’ll pop in myself, later in the week. On my own. Okay?’
‘Thank you,’ he said.
‘We’ll keep an eye on you.’ I patted him on the shoulder and stood behind him,
waiting briefly to see whether he would say anything else. He did not; he looked ready
to fall asleep then and there, slumped on the wooden chair in his tiny kitchen.
Betsy—I don’t think that’s right—was sitting by the back door. She followed me
to the car and watched as I got in, reversed the car and pulled out onto the highway,
heading north for Beaumaris. I watched her vanish behind the house in the rear-view
mirror.
‘Well?’ I said.
‘Frustrating as fuck,’ Whitaker declared. ‘If we can get the old bastard on the
beach with the killer, we might have something, even a basic description. Someone who
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was in a hurry, looked agitated, whatever. He barely seems to know what day it is.
We’ll keep on him though. We have to.’
‘Might have to be in short bursts,’ I said. ‘I think this has really knocked him
around.’
‘Thank you for the heads up,’ Whitaker replied, that familiar sarcastic tone
edging his voice again. ‘We don’t have a choice. We have absolutely fuck-all else to
work with here.’ He closed his eyes, leaned back against the headrest of the car seat.
‘Curse you flatfoot arseholes for not closing the beach. Christ knows what got chewed
up with you buggers traipsing all over it.’
‘Take that up with Reardon.’
He scoffed, but remained silent. As did we all, as we continued along the silent
highway.
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Fat Dave
I turned around at the bar one night—when was this now, Tuesday? Wednesday? The
night after he got home, I think—and there he was, stooped over like a thin tree in a
high wind, leaning on the bar. He didn’t look great but I wasn’t expecting him to, not
that I was expecting to see him at all if truth be known, not for a while. But it was good,
good to see him up and about, where he wanted to be. Bloke like him would go stir
crazy in a hospital bed, in no time.
‘Beer thanks Dave. 7 ounce.’
I angled the small glass under one of the taps, watched it as it filled. ‘Haven’t
seen you in for a while,’ I said cheekily. ‘You been busy or something?’
‘Had a few things on.’ He flushed a ten dollar note out of somewhere but I
waved it away. ‘Have this one Albie. You’ve earned it.’
‘Thanks Dave. You’re a mate.’
‘Make sure you remember that.’ I patted him on the arm when I put the beer in
front of him. It really was good to see him. It meant that, slowly, maybe things were
becoming right with the world again, as right as I supposed they would ever be. He
parked himself on a stool at the end of the bar, close to where—if I’ve got this right—
Maria’s photo and bracelet would be placed some time during the following day. A little
memorial. They’re still there as far as I know. All this time later. Not many people now
would remember her. But that’s by the by.
‘Cops came spoke to me this arvo,’ Albie said.
‘Did they?’
‘Yeah. Asked a thousand bloody questions. Wanted to know what time this and
what time that. I don’t have a bloody clue what time I do anything these days, you know
that.’
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‘Sure, you and everyone else in town over the age of 50.’
‘They weren’t happy though. I could tell. Kept on about it, rude bastards.’
‘Spose they’ve got their job to do, Alb.’
‘Nothin to do with me. I tell you, I’d have bloody stayed in bed all day if I’d
known they were coming.’ He cocked a finger at the blackboard menu at the other end
of the bar. ‘I can’t read that from here, Dave. Christ, I wish you’d get the bloody lights
fixed. What’s the best choice for an old bloke’s tucker?’
‘Flounder’s good tonight.’
‘Local?’
‘Went out meself half an hour ago mate. Bloody thing’s still flappin around out
the back.’
‘Bullshit.’ But he smiled. He was coming good.
‘Of course it’s bloody local. You can walk nearly all the way across Upper
Lagoon on the backs of the bloody things at the moment. Why would we go anywhere
else?’
‘Get us one of them, then.’
‘Grilled or crumbed?’
‘Better have it grilled. Better for you I spose.’
I scribbled it on a pad and stuck it on a spike in the servery window that joined
the bar to the kitchen. ‘Dinner,’ I called out. I heard someone grunt a reply, probably
Westy. I think he was on that night.
‘So,’ I said, parking my elbows on the bar next to the old man. ‘All bullshit
aside, how are you?’
‘Better now I’m at home,’ he said, sipping lightly from his beer. ‘Bessie’ll take
care of me now.’
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‘How is that ugly old mutt?’
‘Fighting fit.’ He smiled again. ‘She walked home you know. From the beach.
That day. On her own.’
‘I thought she would. I saw her that night, coming out of the car park there.’ I
pointed, I don’t know. One of those things you do in a conversation. ‘Headed south
towards Scamander. Guessed she was heading for your place. You’d have been well up
to hospital by then.’
‘She’s a good dog. One of the best I’ve ever had.’ That was a big statement.
Albie had always had dogs, nearly always Labs. Of course it was possible that every
dog he’d had, at some stage, had been the best one. ‘She comes in every morning,
wakes me up. Sits by the door while I have me toast and cuppa. She…’ He faltered a bit
here. He’d been holding his glass, two-thirds full, and he carefully returned it to the bar.
‘She waits for me to walk over onto the beach, like I used to. But the last couple of
mornings…I haven’t…’
‘Not up to it yet mate?’
‘“It’s okay Bess,”, I say to the dog, “you can go”, and she trots up the path a
ways, turns and sees that I haven’t moved. So she sits and stays there, or comes back.
And I don’t go anywhere. I’ve never, I don’t know what it is. Bloody thing’s been there
all my life…’
I’ll be honest, I didn’t know what to tell him. I was saved for the time being by
the ding of the servery bell behind me. Albie’s grilled flounder fillets sat in the pass on a
broad plate, nestled against some steamed vegetables and a pat of mashed potato, and a
little pot of tartare sauce.
‘There you go,’ I said as I placed it in front of him with some cutlery rolled up in
its tidy red napkin. ‘Get that into ya.’
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‘Christ, that’d feed an army of me. Hope I can get through it.’
I left him to it. He’d get through it. He was thin but he loved his tucker. I served
some other blokes, took some meal orders, changed the television channel when I was
asked to politely, and told Jockey Richards to shove it up his arse when he asked rudely.
No need for it. If I’d had been here the night before, when young Ian told me what
happened, I’d have clipped young Parrot under the ear quick smart and told him to
polish his own knob for a change. But that’s me. No one else seems to run this place
like I do, which is how it should be run.
When Albie had nearly finished his meal I thought I would catch him up on the
other piece of local news. Truth be told, I was glad of the chance to take the
conversation in a different direction. I honestly didn’t know then what to tell him about
walking on the beach. Of course, hindsight being what it is, I reckon now that he was
asking for help. I missed it. In the context of me being at work and all, having other
things to deal with, I probably wasn’t as attentive to him as I should have been. But still,
I missed it. I should have said something. Anyway, we moved on.
‘Sally’s just about sold the Shop, I reckon.’
‘Wondered how long it would take. Sign’s been there for ages.’
‘Place won’t be the same.’
‘Reckon she’ll stay or shoot through?’
I shrugged. ‘Wants to do some travelling I think. She’ll end up back here
though, keep her place up the street or move up the Bay.’
Albie cleaned up the last of his vegetables, forked them into his mouth and
pushed his plate away. It was as clean as though it had been washed. ‘Good tucker,
Dave. Good choice.’
I returned the plate and cutlery to the servery.
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‘Old Werner, that crazy bastard German,’ Albie said. ‘Didn’t know him, did
you?’
‘Not really.’
‘We built a few houses together round here. Mostly gone now but there’s a few
left, up the end of Bently and round the Top Road up there. Then one day he up and
says he’s sick of building houses. The place would need a shop, he says. He pegged out
the ground over there, leased it off the government first and bought it later I think. Must
be worth a fortune now, Sally’ll be on a good ticket, no doubt about that. Anyway, two
months later he was a bloody shopkeeper and I was a good man down.’ He smiled
again. ‘I remember Sally, little tyke she was. She used to hide his tools. And if you pull
off the brickwork along the front wall of the shop I reckon her drawings will still be all
over the studs and sheeting. Lions and dragons, unicorns, what have you.’ He took a
long, long swig of his beer. Nearly emptied it. ‘Still, life goes on, eh?’
‘Drink to that,’ I said.
There was silence for a while. I got him another beer, took his money for this
one.
Finally, he said: ‘Don’t know when I’ll get back to the beach.’
I was polishing glasses. At least this time, an answer came to me. ‘You’ll get
back in the saddle, Alb. Only a matter of time. Beach isn’t going anywhere.’
‘That’s true.’
‘Why don’t you tell me what happened? As much or as little as you like. It
might help. And I’m not a copper so I don’t have any questions for you.’
He didn’t answer immediately. I was starting to think he wouldn’t but then he
did.
‘It might help,’ he said quietly. ‘I suppose I’ve been trying very hard not to think
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about it. It’s all a bit much, really…’
‘Of course. Take your time. All the time in the world, mate.’
It took a good while. What he said that night is what I wrote down earlier for
you. It was good to hear him talking and I reckon I remember it as well as I do because
it was the last time I saw him. A couple of hours and a few more 7-ounce beers later I
put him in Mad Barry’s taxi from St Helens to run him home, and then I went inside to
clean up and close up and count the money out of the till and bag it up for the safe,
finish cleaning and putting away the glasses, wipe the bar down and mop the floor, flush
out the beer lines for the night, what have you. And all the while, in the emptiness of the
Spindrift by myself, I could hear him. I can still hear him.
He did go back to the beach after that night. But only once. And I don’t want to
think about that.
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Daybreaks

Detective Sergeant Paul Whitaker
Perks. You tiny-eyed sandgroper dickhead.
Let me be real clear. I don’t give a shit about the book the old girl reckons she’s
writing, say what you want. Other people will prove you wrong, I can’t be arsed. That’s
why I haven’t replied to any of her emails before now, and Christ knows I had every
intention of never replying. But here I am and could spend all the time I want thinking
about why, I know why, it’s because I can’t bear the thought of you and only you being
the only one to get their twenty cents worth across about what happened to the girl.

This is all anyone there is getting from me though.

Before I get to what I need to say, about when the girl’s mother turned up in
black sobbing everywhere and ready to snip the balls off anyone she thought might have
had something to do with the girl’s death, I have a couple of words for you, Perks, you
limpwristed arsewipe. I need you to understand something. McCoy and me, we went
down there to find out who left the dead girl on the beach that day, and we prepared
ourselves for a fair job of it. I hadn’t spent an hour on the beach before I realised we
were never going to know, not with enough cert to slap the cuffs on anyone. And would
you like to know why?

Because you and your clumsy Neanderthal mates fucked that crime scene over
better than if half the Royal fucking Moscow Ballet had danced Swan Lake on that
177

bloody sand. There were never going to be any footprints we could use, Christ knows
how many blood stains got chewed up, it was a fucking mess from Moment One. First
couple of hours at a scene like that are crucial, they’ll make or break an investigation.
Simplest rule there is. Bag it, tag it, photograph it, fuckin sketch it if you have to, and
for fuck’s sake keep everyone away.

In all the interviews I’ve heard since, in all the media I listened to about the case,
in all the briefings I’ve either had or listened to, that little nugget of info has been
consistently missing—either it’s not relevant or some desk bound scumbag up the food
chain decided that it shouldn’t become part of—how I love this phrase when I hear it
coming out of the mouths of the shiny dickheads whose job it is to feed crap to the
public—the “official narrative”. So let me be clear about this right here and now. There
may never be an arrest for this case, and if there isn’t it will be because you and your
dopey uniform mates lost your shit at the sight of a corpse and failed in the most single
most basic and fundamentally essential duty you’ll ever have in that situation, which is
to preserve the scene. Don’t waste time pointing your girly little fingers elsewhere,
Perks. Do you want to know why whoever did this will probably get away with it?
Look in the fuckin mirror.
You probably want to think about this crusade you’re on too, by the way. If
you’ve got anything to do with this book being put together, for Christ’s sake drop it.
Just leave it alone. I mean, what do you think you’re going to achieve? If—and as far as
ifs, this is the Mt Everest of ifs—whoever did this is still around, still living in that
godforsaken shithole of a town, then some half-arsed book is probably going to make
sure they never see the inside of a courtroom. Probably they were never going to
anyway, whoever it is has avoided it quite successfully so far. But you are not doing the
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grand cause of justice any favours at all here, Perks. You’re not helping the girl’s family
one little bit. You’re just trying to make yourself feel better about how you and the other
Keystone Cops down there managed to fuck this up so majestically.
You know how it is in these situations, Perks. A body turns up, you don’t have
the leisure of time to pissfart around. You need every scrap of evidence that that body
and the place it’s in will tell you. You need to know who found the body and when, and
what they saw when they found it. Problem Number One was, we couldn’t talk to the
old bugger for days and even then he was foggy on the details. Problem Number Two
was the crime scene being on the beach, the absolute worst case scenario. Beaches are
always a right cunt of a crime scene, anyone will tell you, and as I said it didn’t help
that it had been trampled all over by gawkers or you clowns. Problem Three was the
wall of silence. Don’t ask me how it is that she gets done-over in broad daylight, must
have been screaming her head off, in a public place, and no one saw or heard anything.
No one. What the fuck is that, Perks? I’ll tell you what it is, and there is absolutely no
doubt in my mind.
It’s bullshit.
Someone down there fucking knows who did it. I have no doubt at all about that.
I could drive down there right now, line up three people, and I would put my house on
the line that it was one of them. And why can’t I do that, Perks? Well, I could of course.
I’d happily teach all three of them a lesson in civil obedience, none of them are much in
the way of contributions to humanity. Ten years ago, five years ago, I would probably
have done it. Fuck the consequences. Can’t have people getting away with shit, not on
my watch. That’s often how things work, Perks, and I know what sort of a shock that
must be to a soft-cock traffic cop like yourself, never gone harder than a gentle shove to
get a drunk into the cells. Truth is, in our line of work, sometimes people need to get a
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pretty clear message and sometimes words just don’t cut it as a means of
communication.
I digress. Problem Four is the lack of evidence. We don’t have a weapon, we
don’t have a clear motive, we have almost nothing concrete to pin this on anyone. What
we had was a parade of hysterical locals shitting themselves that one of them is a violent
psychopath. I do think it was a local, Perks, I’ll give you that much. But if I was to jump
in my car and drive down there, round up the Three Most Likely usual suspects and beat
the shit out of them, I’d just be appealing to the worst in my own nature again. I’m done
with that. Landed me in enough hot water in the past. But I’m not wasting any more
time on it. Fuck it. Well, the shiny suits upstairs will ask us to dig around in the file
occasionally, or we’ll give it to some rookie to sharpen his teeth on, pump out a media
release saying that the investigation is still open, but really Perks, it’s not. Not until
someone down there decides to open their mouth and drop someone in the shit. Until
then, it’s done. I’m done. Frankly, if you knew what was good for you, you’d leave it
alone too.

But you’re a stubborn little bastard, credit where it’s due.

So, the mother. Jesus, that was a day.
Perhaps you already know about having to talk to the families, Perks. Knocking on
some poor bugger’s door at 3am, telling whoever answers that Princess isn’t coming
home. Stops you in your tracks that does, especially when they sit on the couch weeping
for their lost angel when you’ve just had to scrape most of the angel off some
godforsaken lonely bit of road somewhere because she was drunk, not wearing a
seatbelt and/or nudging twice the speed limit. Tough gig, Perks. You probably already
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know.
But here’s the thing. They train you for that these days, do all these roleplays and what
have you. They try to stress you out, see how you cope. Roleplays don’t mean shit,
Perks. You probably already know that too.
Anyway, this girl’s mother. Italian. Her father was there too but I don’t think I ever
spoke to him. Neither of them spoke English, of course, had that old girl from St Helens
translating for them and Christ only knows what sort of a job she was doing, told me she
learned Italian from those CD sets you can get at the library. Mother could hardly speak
for sobbing anyway. I’ve had close to two decades in this job and I have seen some shit
I can tell you, but I have never seen a grieving mother bawling continuously like that,
for hours. At some point they manage to pull themselves under some sort of control.
They’re devastated, clearly, no question, but they manage somehow. Well this woman
either didn’t or couldn’t. Howled the whole time she was in town. Managed to get the
odd sentence out that Old Girl could translate, I can’t remember her name and I don’t
care, but I’m buggered if I could make sense of her. The mother I mean. I just nodded a
lot.
This is what they can’t train you for. They don’t have any of their stupid fuckin
roleplays for this situation, let me tell you: I had nothing to tell her. Nothing. McCoy
and I had been in town, what, four days by this point? We’d interviewed everyone, most
people twice, the lady at the shop we spoke to four times since she was one of the last
people to see Maria alive. We’d had you comb the records for patterns of violent
offending, we had the Incident Van set up at the beach, we had police cadets literally
raking every square centimetre of that bloody beach for a ten kilometre stretch north and
south of Beaumaris.
And we had next to fuck all to show for it. Nothing. So what could I say to this poor
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woman? Flown around the world to this little pissant speck on a map, her only child is
in a morgue in Hobart with the most appalling injuries and there is not. A single.
Fucking. Thing. that I can tell her about it. Except that we’re sorry. And here’s
something else they don’t tell you in the training, Perks. In those situations, those two
syllables don’t mean a pinch of shit.

So there she was, in black from head to foot like a slab of stone, standing in the car park
of that shop, which I don’t think is there anymore. I know the old girl—Sally?—sold it.
Thought it had been pulled down, there’s probably some fuck-ugly McMansion there
now, prime spot for it. Anyway, coming into summer, warm day, and she’s absolutely
swathed in black. What’s the word? Like fuckin Ayers Rock or whatever it’s called
nowadays. A monolith. And it was tough, Perks, but I had to speak to her, hating myself
for having nothing to report. She was standing there with the old girl who was
translating for her and some other women, church ladies I presumed, there to comfort
and support. I rolled up to them, handed out some cards. Wonder if I could have a word,
I said.
The translating woman—Christ, what WAS her name?—turned to Mother and
whispered. I noticed a subtle nod of the head under those layers of black. I trotted out
the usual lines of enquiry bullshit, the stuff you say to cover the fact that you have
nothing to say. She nodded again as Old Girl translated, dabbing at her eyes, lifting
some black lace out of the way to do it. The brief glimpse I caught of her face knocked
me a bit, I’ll be honest. She seemed very young—too young to have even have a
twenty-two year old daughter, let alone dealing with the crap of having to collect her
body from some remote foreign corner of the world. Her lips were thin and set like
plastic. Her skin looked grey. She said something and Old Girl relayed it to me: Thank
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you.
I said we’d keep in touch. More bullshit. I’m sure it comforts people to hear things like
that and at times like this one, they probably want all the comfort they can get.
And then, I’ll never forget this, she touched my arm. The one I wear the sleeve on. Just
lightly, above the wrist, her pale fingers resting on the sleeve of my jacket. She said
something and for some reason I couldn’t hear the translation. There were bits and
pieces of conversation happening all over the place at that point. Sorry, I said to Old
Girl, I missed that.
For the grace of God, she told me.
And then Mother was gone, drifting past me like some sort of ghost, heading towards
the beach. I knew full well, most blokes in the job do, that God almost never enters into
it. Perhaps you’ve come to learn that too. If you can’t find enough pieces to put
together, you don’t have anything. That’s what it comes down to—you need a thread,
something to join the different pieces of the puzzle together. Cause and effect, is what it
comes down to, and you keep looking, asking, looking again, until you find it. If you
can’t, it’s because it’s not there or it’s because someone doesn’t want you to find it.
Sometimes—sometimes—you can work through that. But not always. Sometimes it
comes down to sheer luck. There’s not many Ds who’ll tell you that while they’re sober.

Sure, I could have told her—I could have shared the reasons, the main reasons, why we
don’t have anything to tell. Because you lot didn’t close the beach. What are there, five
or six access points off the highway within two to three kilometres of where she was
found—probably more if you’re scrub-bashing. They all needed securing. Because you
covered the body with that filthy sheet from the shop, tainting Christ knows how many
clues—interfering with fingerprints, corrupting DNA samples. Because you didn’t

183

cordon off the struggle scene down the beach. Because you let every rubbernecking
motherfucker who wanted to wander all over the sand. You didn’t get a cast of the girl’s
feet so we’d know which footprints were hers. This is basic stuff Perks, the bloody
cleaners in our office know at least that much. And seriously, if you or your Keystone
mates are going to go to jelly at the sight of a messy corpse you need to find another
line of work. There will be others. Are you going to fuck everything up next time?

One last thing. The sleeve. On my arm, you mentioned it a couple of times and I heard
you but I never responded. Even the old bugger, Dodds? He asked about it. Ignored him
too. I didn’t answer you, or him, mainly because it’s none of your fucking business.
Don’t know why I’m telling you now, to be honest. It’s not like you deserve to know or
like I owe it to you or anything, because if there is indeed a Lord up there in the sky
please let it be known before all that is holy that I desperately, unequivocally hope that I
never see you again. Maybe that’s why I can share this now—that, and sure, sometimes
it’s good just to see it in words. Helps a bit.
My father died when I was four. I don’t remember him at all, have no pictures, my
mother never talked about him, not that I remember having much to do with her either
after that. For whatever reason, she couldn’t cope with me on her own. I went to live
with her sister for a while and at first she was on her own, so it was just me and her, my
aunt. Last time I remember being happy. Then she met this bloke and he moved in and
once a week for the next nine months, for whatever reason, he beat the shit out of me.
Mostly with his hands, sometimes with a belt, never for any reason that I could fathom.
That time of the week would roll around and he would come and find me and lay into
me. I fucked off from there one night after he finished, just grabbed some clothes and
half a loaf of bread and jumped the back fence and started running. I won’t bore you
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with the rest of my bullshit childhood but I never saw them again.
Not long after I started on the job, in fact the night I finished my very first shift, I took a
pair of scissors from a desk drawer and went into the men’s loos. Rolled back the blue
sleeve of my uniform shirt. I had been thinking about it for months. I opened the blades
of the scissors and pressed the point of one of them into my flesh, just below the elbow.
In it went, pushing the skin in with it, pushing, until—it almost popped and the tip of the
blade had disappeared in my flesh and the skin around it filled out and blood welled out
slowly, running across my arm. I dragged the blade down my arm towards the wrist, just
lightly, on the surface, watching the dark red liquid line follow it, blossoming from the
slice I’d made. It was nowhere deep enough to do any damage but I sat there on the
shitter and watched the blood gather and run, staining my pale arm with its weeping. I
don’t know why I chose that night—the shift was spectacularly uneventful as I recall—
but I sat there watching, and it felt good. It felt good to be in control.
I haven’t been in control much since then. Shit’s gone down, I’m sure you’ve heard the
stories. I still do it and it releases me from something, I don’t know. Those beatings
happened decades ago. I’m not the sort of bloke who sits around staring at his navel. It
just works for me. That arm is just a mess of scars now. Best not to scare the kiddies.
Hence the sleeve.
So now you know.
And that’s that, my take on the universe according to unsolved murders for whatever
it’s worth. Have a nice life, Perks. You fucked this up, you and your tiny-eyed mates.
You’ll need all the grace of God.
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Ben Smart
The morning after the fight, I woke up to find the house empty. Dan had gone for a walk
or maybe even a surf if he was feeling sufficiently back on top of things. In the difficult
stillness of the house, I recalled his rebuke of the previous evening. Apparently I needed
to get over myself. A lot of things had flooded into the space in my heart that his lecture
had opened up and some of it—okay, quite a bit of it—was anger. Where did he get off,
talking to me like that? Some of it was shock and yes, some of it was fear. I was starting
to think that the fear came to me directly out of the realisation that he was probably
right. I was still sorting these various reactions out. And again, as it had the night
before, it occurred to me that my little brother was absolutely the last person on earth
from whom I expected to hear any of this.
I’m a habitual early riser, in normal circumstances. I gathered some breakfast—a
handful of muesli with a splash of milk, a cup of pallid instant coffee and a blackening
banana from the bowl near the oven—and ate it sitting cross-legged on the scratchy
lawn near the back door. The morning air was cool. I breathed it in; I’d always
appreciated how clean it felt. It made me feel lighter. Launceston’s air was nearly
always tinged with something, woodsmoke in winter or exhaust fumes or cheap
perfume or death. I scraped the last shreds of muesli out of the bowl and put it down
next to me on the poor grass. When Dan returned I would pack up my stuff and go, I’d
decided. There was not much else I could achieve by staying. Dan was always going to
be Dan and whatever comfort I could provide in this long moment of sudden darkness
had, I felt, been provided. He seemed (on the surface at least) to have returned mostly to
his former self from the drifting silent mystery I’d encountered when I’d arrived here a
week prior. And I missed Jason terribly. I desperately needed a hug, a warm bath and an
endless massage, not necessarily in that order.
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Perhaps oddly and perhaps not, Dan’s outburst the night previous had got me
thinking about my father’s grave. I had never seen it. I barely attended the funeral, as I
may have mentioned; I slipped in five minutes after it started and sat quietly at the back
of the small Anglican church in St Helens, St Paul’s if memory serves. I was confronted
and further upset by the very small attendance. There were perhaps twenty people in
total, including Dan and myself, our father’s current lady friend, Dave the bartender
from the Spindrift and a couple of uncles I barely knew. There was another woman I
had never met, and a group of older men and women all wearing identical dark green
blazers who I assumed were from the golf club. That was it. At a push, not that I really
had any idea, Kevin might have considered three or four of them a close friend. Family
were obliged to attend but I couldn’t account for the strange woman at all—a former
girlfriend, perhaps. I listened dutifully to the brief service, did not participate in the
singing of the two hymns, and ducked out while four employees of the funeral home
wheeled my father’s coffin down the aisle towards the main door of the church, beyond
which the hearse waited with its back door yawning open.
I stood well away, hands in pockets, torturing myself by not having a cigarette.
I’d been off them for three or four years at that point but I’d had a couple when I heard
he’d died. I don’t know why. I would have considered it a victory if I’d made it through
that day without one. Everything felt strained, being slowly winched tighter and tighter,
pulled taut.
Dan appeared at the door of the church with Elsa, the old man’s lady friend. She
was openly weeping, her mouth pinched behind the petite ball of her fist. Dan had his
arm around her. Dave the bartender had a smoke in his mouth before he reached the
door and had lit it with his first step outside. I looked away, fingers twitching in my
pockets.
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I waited until the hearse rolled away, Dan and Elsa walking slowly behind it.
Despite myself, I felt ill with how pathetic it was, this man who had worked and
laughed and served his community farewelled by so few people. It must sound weird
that it made me angry, no one really bothering to turn up—I had hardly bothered myself
and I was flesh of his flesh. He likely wouldn’t have expected me to come and I’ll admit
that I had given some thought to not making an appearance at all. But in the end, despite
acrimony, my father had indeed been just that, if little more, and I felt the tug of that
sense of obligation. But I remember standing outside and watching the hearse inch away
and wishing that I hadn’t come. The only thing worse than having to sit through that
bland generic funeral service was having to do so as one of only a handful people in the
room. I closed my mind against the cravings and couldn’t resist the thought: That’s
what hatred gets you, Dad. When push comes to shove, no one gives a shit about you.
This wasn’t entirely fair on him, of course. The old bastard hadn’t hated everyone. Just
me.
The shame of this thought washed over me and was almost stronger than the
sharpening urge for a smoke. He deserved better—not on my account, I thought, we
were done with each other—but the loneliness of the funeral had reached me in ways I
couldn’t yet fathom. No one deserves that. And yet, I knew I couldn’t attend the
interment. I drove down Cecelia Street to the pub, ordered a shot of scotch, knocked it
back in one hit and raised the empty glass. I could see that tiny, tiny gathering of people
in that cold, careless church again. Leaning shapelessly and without care against the
public bar of the Bayside Hotel-Motel and Drive-in Bottleshop, I cried.
*
Dan’s arrival back at the house was announced by a waft of the aroma of his
rollie, perched in the corner of his mouth like a forgotten pencil. This suggested an
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elevation of the habit, to me; smoking a couple of your girlfriend’s cigarettes as a stage
of mourning her death might have been understandable. Rolling your own was serious,
suggesting dedication and commitment. I debated raising the issue with him and
decided not to. The odour was an intrusion in the otherwise clean air of the morning and
I nevertheless took a couple of deep breaths to try and stave off the familiar niggle of
craving in my stomach.
‘Up early,’ Dan said.
‘Old habits. How’s the eye?’
‘I’ll live. Breakfast?’
‘Had some, thanks.’
He opened the screen door to the kitchen and disappeared inside. I heard
cupboards opening, a frying pan being set on the stove, the fridge opening and closing.
Listening to him bustle around inside, on the morning I would almost surely return to
the City, I felt something like permission—one would not hurt. One was not a relapse—
it was not a failure. These things I kept telling myself. I stood up and opened the fly
screen door.
‘Got a smoke?’
Dan patted his pockets. ‘I can roll you one.’
‘No thanks—prefer one out of the packet if you’ve got one.’
‘Watch this for me.’ He disappeared and I heard a door open and close deeper
inside the house. He came back with a packet that had four left in it and it he tossed it to
me.
‘Last of Maria’s,’ he said. ‘You may as well have em.’
‘Are you sure?’
‘Wouldn’t give em to ya otherwise.’
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I looked at the packet, ignoring the warning about smoking while pregnant,
tipped it open. The remaining smokes leaned against the tip of the box like casual
soldiers. I took one out. Her hands had touched this box. I tucked the smoke into the
corner of my mouth. Dan scrabbled a lighter out of one his pockets and threw it to me.
‘Much happening on the beach?’ I cupped my hands around the lighter despite
still leaning inside.
‘Breaking hard from the south, down off the old bridge. Beautiful smooth roll on
it. Might take the board down later. Let the tide come in a bit first, try and catch the
ebb.’
I inhaled slowly, letting the smoke open me up. I let the screen door close and
issued a small blue cloud over the backyard. ‘Charmed life, brother.’
‘Someone has to do it.’ Dan flipped his eggs over and turned the hotplate off,
leaving them to firm up for half a minute while he gathered a knife and fork, both of
which he had to rinse off in the sink and wipe dry with the bottom of his saggy t-shirt.
‘Reckon the cops are finished with you?’ I asked as he shouldered the screen
door and came outside.
‘Dunno.’ He sat on the planter box and began forking rough chunks of fried egg
into his mouth. ‘Probably not. But they’ll come when they come. Not much I can do
about it. Word is they’ve left town for a while anyway.’
I flicked the lighter around in my hand, tapping some ash off my cigarette onto
the grass. Jason would die a screaming bitchdeath if he knew I’d been smoking, but he
was safely barricaded behind the wall of my other life. I looked at Dan. ‘You
seem…okay with everything.’
He shrugged again. The swelling on his face had gone down but the bruising
was still evident, only a slightly darker pink than the sunrise.
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‘Are you?’
‘Yes. No, I don’t know.’ His fork tinked against his plate, the sound crisp in the
air of the small yard. ‘I can’t sit around packing the sads all day,’ he said. ‘I’d disappear
up me own arse.’ He left his food alone for a minute. ‘I’ll deal with all of this in me own
way. I might be okay today and depressed as fuck tomorrow and okay after that. I’ll
take each day as it comes and that’s all I can do.’ He picked up the fork again. ‘Maria
would have wanted me to get on with things. She wasn’t one to let anything get the
better of her. She always tried to find happy and that’s what I want.’
‘Wonder when there’ll be an arrest.’ It wasn’t really a question.
‘Dunno. Cops are doing their job, sooner rather than later hopefully.’
I finished the smoke and mashed it into the sandy soil near one of my feet. Okay,
then.
‘Might head back today.’
The fork paused for barely a flicker of a second. ‘Yeah?’
‘Yeah. Should get back to work.’
‘Miss your fella?’
‘That too.’
Silence unfolded out of the cigarette smoke and settled around us. Dan ate
slowly, chasing an egg around the plate with his fork. He tilted his head back
occasionally, as if stretching, lifting his bruised face to the sky.
‘Gonna be quiet here again,’ he said eventually.
‘I suppose it will.’
‘I might come up to Launceston for a while,’ Dan said to his breakfast.
‘Thinking about it on the beach this morning. There’s bits and pieces of work here,
nothing steady. Might try and hook up with a couple of builders I know, lay a few
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bricks, do some labouring. Get some money together.’
‘Got anywhere to stay?’
‘Not yet.’
I picked up Maria’s cigarettes, flicked the lid of the box open and closed, not
really paying attention to it. ‘Could probably find you somewhere.’
‘You got a spare room?’
‘You and Jason would kill each other.’
Dan looked briefly at me, that cheeky smirk ghosting the corners of his mouth
again. ‘Nah, he’d be right. Give him a backrub every now and then.’
‘Because backrubs fix everything on the planet Gay.’
‘Don’t they?’
‘Don’t be a dick.’
He couldn’t resist. ‘Thought you blokes liked dick.’
I smiled in spite of myself at his childish sense of humour.
‘You can’t stay with us. I’ll find you somewhere though. Plenty of friends with
spare beds.’
‘Maybe I can move around between them. Start a mobile massage service.’
I hardened my tone, just slightly. ‘Don’t be a dickhead.’
This was at least a glimmer of Old Dan, though. He had made an appearance last
night for the first time since I’d been here and it was something of a relief, although as
he’d said himself it was difficult to foretell how long these ‘up’ periods would last, just
as it would be difficult to predict how deeply he would sink again when the scales
tipped the other way. I had tried a couple of times to place the events of the last week or
so against what little I knew of grief and how people coped with trauma. I was barely an
adult when our mother died, and couldn’t really count the strange empty longing I’d felt
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at the news of Kevin’s death as anything more than shame at not being more upset. It
had freed me from the old bastard’s intolerance. Any tears I’d shed had come from
regret, not sadness or loss. It had also released Dan from the servitude of being sole
carer; Elsa, a woman good and kind enough in herself, had not been especially helpful
in that regard. Kevin’s brain tumour had robbed the old man, one by one, of his faculties
and the last thing to go was his speech. He was left trapped in the end, imprisoned in
silence, glaring at the world and everyone around him with those bitter blue eyes, until
he’d finally been robbed of consciousness as well.
‘Do you want me to stay a while longer?’
‘Your call.’
No it’s not, I thought. I started preparing the conversation I would need to have
with Jason. Dan finished his eggs and bacon, put the plate down beside him on the
scrappy grass and lay down beside it, stretching his legs out.
‘I’ll think about it,’ I said.
‘Suit yourself.’ Dan closed his eyes.
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Belinda
Albie was carelessly wiping some butter onto a piece of toast when I knocked on the
back door. I frightened him a bit, I think. I heard him call out, Who is it? And then a
chuckle when I replied.
Come in, he said.
Ellie, you stay out here and pat Bessie. She loves pats.
I was greeted with a smile when I stepped into the warmth of the kitchen. I had a
small carton of milk and a pile of magazines that he was probably not going to read, but
that didn’t matter. They offered his house some odd flashes of colour. I put them on the
table and went to close the back door.
Leave it, Albie told me. Get some air into the place.
Thought I’d pop in and say hi. Told you I would.
I opened the fridge to put the milk away. There was almost nothing else in it.
It’s lovely to see you, Albie said. He dropped the butter knife in the sink, the
clatter loudly abrupt in the tiny room. How are you?
Fine, I replied. I could do with an extra day in the week but apart from that…
He smiled. Would you like some toast?
Thank you, no, just had breakfast.
Cup of tea?
Now you’re talking—but please, sit yourself down. I’ll make it.
Albie stood at this kitchen bench, one old hand on the handle of his kettle. He
was looking out the window, at what I couldn’t see. He stood there for some time,
perhaps a minute, and I was about to ask him whether he was okay when he spoke.
I think I’ll let you make the tea. He sat down.
I took his place and flicked the kettle on, getting a box of teabags down off a

194

nearby shelf. One cup was clean on the sink and I had to find another. I asked Albie a
few questions while I searched. How have you been, generally?
Okay I think. I’m not sleeping very well.
I finally tracked another cup down, in a cupboard under the sink. I gave it a
quick rinse under the tap. Well, that’s probably normal at this stage, I said. You’ve been
through an awful lot, Albie.
It’s all I can manage to get outside and sit in the sun. Used to do it all day, ’cept
when I was walking. I dunno. Things aren’t the same.
You’ll have to give it time, Albie.
I placed his cup of tea on the table in front of him and next to it I sat a small
brown glass bottle I’d produced from my coat pocket. He picked up the tea with both
hands and held it under his nose, inhaling its welcome calming scent, before taking a
sip. He returned the cup to the table and had not noticed the bottle. I sat opposite him,
squeezing myself in, and picked it up. I could only hope the risk I’d taken in lifting
them from the hospital infirmary would be worth it for him. There are ways around
inventories and pharmaceutical registers when you need a small supply; in this case,
there were fifteen other bottles safely on their locked shelf in the infirmary that were all
missing a tablet each. Patients would never know, and I couldn’t imagine a nursing shift
faced with such boredom that they contemplated checking the contents of individual
bottles to pass the time.
Albie, these are Temtabs. They’re Temazepam, pills that will help you sleep.
They are 10 milligrams each and you should only need one at a time. Take one just
before you go to bed, okay?
To help me sleep.
That’s right. I thought you might still be having trouble.
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He picked the bottle up. I’ve never had to take anything before, he said quietly.
Do you drink alcohol most evenings?
No, not really.
Good—make sure you don’t while you’re taking these.
I go to the pub every now and then, have a couple there.
Well if you have a drink at the pub, don’t come home and take one of these,
okay?
Righto.
If you try these for a little while and you’re still having trouble I’ll take you back
to Dr Randall.
He put the bottle back down and waved a hand at me. Nah. I’ll be right.
You need to get good sleep though.
It’ll come good. Plenty of time.
I sat back. I resolved to visit him more regularly for the next week or so at that
point; I wasn’t convinced that he was as chipper as he was making out. I looked around.
Where’s Bessie?
On the beach somewhere I reckon.
By herself?
Yeah.
She just goes and comes back?
Yeah. She’s a good dog. Best I’ve ever had.
When is the last time you were on the beach?
He shook his head and I knew then that things weren’t good at all with him.
I haven’t, not since… He looked at his half-eaten toast and shook his head.
I sat there with him for a while, sipping my tea. He took some very polite bites
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of his toast and spent a long time chewing, aiding the process with the occasional
mouthful of tea.
The dream is the worst thing, he said finally. The one where she’s lying on her
back and looks like she’s still bleeding and Bessie…Bessie starts licking…and she’s on
her back and blood everywhere, and the waves come over her and roll her around and I
can’t reach her…
Shhh, I said. Don’t work yourself up.
His lips were moving silently, as though trying to form words to express
something beyond words. I don’t know whether I can go to the beach anymore, he said,
finally and quietly.
It’s still early days, I said. You’ll come good Albie. Try not to worry.
I suppose.
He sat there in the quiet of his old kitchen, warm around him with its secrets,
and after a little while he picked up the bottle. One at a time. No booze.
Until you feel better. And yes, no drinking. I’ll keep an eye on you this week,
Albie.
Thank you. You’ve been so good to me.
All part of the friendly service.
We talked about some other things. How long he’d had Bessie. Working with
your grandfather to build most of the older houses in town. What we talked about didn’t
matter—I was glad I could be company for him, with whatever small comfort it
provided. I left a little while later, when he seemed tired. When I held out my hand to
Ellie as I was leaving, she would not take it. We walked back to my car separately, and
something very small started niggling at me—I wouldn’t understand what it was until
the following afternoon.
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Constable Nicholas Perks
The Incident Van was packed up on the Monday morning after the memorial service,
the sixth day after Maria’s body was found. It had sat in the Beach Access car park all
that time serving to remind people what had happened and achieving, it had to be said,
very little else. Sergeant Mays from St Marys drove it back to the station yard there
where it stayed until the next bushfire, the next serious crime, the next time we had to
put on a public display of Doing Something.
Later that morning, Detectives Whitaker and McCoy and I met Sergeant
Reardon in his small office at the St Helens Police Station. His leave officially finished
that day and he was looking hard as nails in his uniform. Whitaker had sunglasses
propped up on his head and an unlit cigarette poking out of the corner of his mouth,
another odd little habit of his. McCoy leaned against the Sergeant’s filing cabinet.
‘We’re heading back to the city,’ Whitaker announced.
‘Today?’ Reardon sat up a little bit straighter in his chair. ‘So what do you have?
Can we go and kick someone’s door down?’
‘I wouldn’t,’ McCoy said. ‘We’ve spent the last three or four days chatting to
people on Perks’s shitlist. There are a couple of them we’ll keep an eye on, you’ll know
who they are. And I can tell you where there’s a pretty decent crop of weed if you’re
interested.’
‘We’ll get to that later.’ Reardon was pinning McCoy to the spot with his eyes.
‘It’ll be the Kenners or that fuckwit boy of Parsons, Parrot or whatever his stupid name
is. We’ll deal with that. Stick to the matter at hand. Are you telling me you don’t have
any leads?’
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Whitaker sighed and rolled the cigarette from one side of his mouth to the other
with his tongue. ‘We have no DNA, no blood match, nothing at all on the weapon or
weapons, no fingerprints except those of the deceased. We don’t even have solid
sightings of her on the beach until the old coot found her post facinus. Does that answer
your question?’
‘Post what?’ Reardon asked.
‘After the crime, Sir,’ I said quietly.
The Sergeant put his hands up defensively. ‘Look, I’m not having a go. I just
need to be certain. The higher ups will need to know what’s what here.’
‘Then tell them there are a number of avenues of investigation that we are
continuing to work on,’ McCoy said. ‘What we do have is time, and we will chase this
down until someone gets dropped for it.’
‘We’re also preparing a report for the Coroner,’ Whitaker said. ‘That will be the
best thing. It might flush someone out. I reckon her office will want to call your boys
here as first on the scene to provide affidavits or appear if there’s an inquest.’
‘Oh, there will be an inquest,’ McCoy said. ‘There are some questions to answer
here.’
Sergeant Reardon looked at him and seemed just about to say something when
Whitaker spoke.
‘So make sure your boys stay sharp. Any reports of violence, charges for assault,
make sure they get turned inside out.’
‘Of course,’ Reardon told him. He had been back in the office for nearly an hour
and already he looked exhausted.
‘There’s someone you haven’t spoken to,’ I said. Three pairs of eyes turned to
me.
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‘Please,’ Whitaker said. ‘Don’t let our experience or rank put you off. We’d love
to hear your contributions.’
‘That will be a first.’ I shouldn’t have said it—it was rude, and out of line.
Whitaker was at my elbow in a flash.
‘Fuck’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Calm down,’ Reardon said, not very convincingly.
‘Paul,’ McCoy said calmly. Whitaker took his time, but eventually he stepped
away. I thought I heard him mutter the words ‘useless cunt’ under his breath, but I
might have imagined it.
‘Gentlemen,’ Reardon said, with a bit more volume. ‘For Christ’s sake. Keep it
even. Stand the hell down. Now.’
I took a breath. Reardon looked at me. ‘So who are you referring to, Constable?’
‘I think her name is Belinda. The nurse who looked after Albie Dodd in hospital.
It’s indirect, I know, but he might have spoken to her, said something. I think she’s
called on him since he’s been home, too.’
McCoy flipped open his notepad. ‘Where does she live?’
I pulled my own out of the breast pocket of my blue uniform shirt. ‘RMB 419,
Four Trees Road. South of Scamander.’
‘She’s on the way,’ McCoy said, ‘more or less.’
I nodded.
‘Leave no stone unturned,’ Whitaker said from somewhere behind me. ‘Might as
well have a chat to her. Might be worth getting her to come with us next time we speak
to Dodd. He didn’t seem all that comfortable with us.’
‘With you,’ McCoy said.
‘Do your job and I’ll do mine,’ Whitaker told him.
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‘Or I’ll do them both.’
‘Go fuck yourself.’
‘Go and see her,’ Reardon said, flicking his hands up from his desk again as if
he could slice words in two. ‘Just get out of my station.’
I flipped my notebook closed and put it away. ‘Want me to come?’
Whitaker was already gone. McCoy shook his head. ‘Shouldn’t need you. We’ll
call for backup if she gets stroppy.’ I thought: Well, for one thing you’re assuming she’ll
conveniently be home when you rock up.
‘Constable, you can patrol the Tasman down through Beaumaris,’ Reardon said.
‘Targeted speed reduction and the like.’ I nodded. That would take me close to Albie’s
place; I could check in on him.
And, by and large, that was the last I saw of Whitaker and McCoy. It had been a
ride with those two, I’ll grant that, but I am writing this for you two and half years later
and as yet there has been no arrest for the murder of Maria Fabri. An inquest was held
and the Coroner’s findings are due to be handed down soon; I told the hearing almost
exactly what I related earlier in this account, about the day her death was reported.
Every now and then I hear rumours but there’s not much to back them up. And so I
came to the hardest and most brutal lesson to be learned in this line of work (in which,
as I may have said, I have not continued): that there isn’t always a happy ending, or if
there is it takes its sweet time turning up.
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Ben Smart
He kissed me. That’s what Constable Perks probably doesn’t want you to know. After
I’d got him away from the bully that lunchtime, slowly we got to know each other. He
was very thankful. So we started hanging around, swimming, fishing off one of the old
jetties around the Bay, that sort of thing. He was fun—he was smart, he had a sense of
humour.
One night after the fish stopped biting I walked with him back to his place, a
small brick house on the road out of St Helens towards Binalong Bay. We had a couple
of small flathead in a bucket and really we should have thrown them back but for some
reason, we hadn’t. I kept looking at them as we walked, lying in the bottom of the
bucket side by side, still and stiffening into slight curves. I was supposed to ring Dad to
come and pick me up so I asked whether I could come in and use the phone, and Nick
said of course. He was an only child and his parents were out that night at a work dinner
for his dad—it might have been at the Spindrift, actually, not that it matters. Anyway,
there we were in his quiet house and I rang Dad and he said he was on his way. Nick
made us both a drink and we stood at the kitchen bench, chatting away. Then, I recall
distinctly, there was silence and he came closer to me. Then his hand was on my arm. I
looked at him and he kissed me on the mouth. Yes, yes. It felt good. I could feel the
slight rasp of the beginnings of stubble, the very slight taste of salt on his skin, the
softness of him. I have no way of really knowing how long it lasted—not that long, and
yet for some time. I put my hands on his side, just above his hips. We stood there,
together. Some time. It was beautiful.
And then, somehow, it wasn’t. Our lips were no longer together and for some
stupid reason—I will never know why—I said, ‘I should go outside and wait for my
Dad.’ I didn’t want to do that. I wanted to kiss him again and touch his penis. I felt stiff
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but not like that—I think that I just probably didn’t really know what to do next.
‘Let’s catch up tomorrow,’ he said.
‘Sure, sounds good.’
‘Take the fish,’ he said. The bucket was on the floor by the back door, the poor
little things dead in the bottom of it. I threw them away later.
‘Thank you.’
But the thing is, I didn’t see him much after that. He started keeping himself
away from me at school, and within a couple of months he was gone; his parents were
sending him to a private school in Hobart, where he’d board during the week.
And that, for him at least, was the end of that. But that was the night I really
knew. I had a couple of fumbling, loveless encounters with girls, really only because
somehow things got to the point where I felt it was expected—but it always felt like
that, something expected of me, like a duty almost. It was never comfortable. It
certainly never made me feel like I did in Nick Perks’s kitchen that night with his lips
on mine. That moment heralded in, for me, the adult life I would have and of course it’s
been rocky but I’ve never regretted anything. I get the impression that things haven’t
quite worked out the same way for Nicholas Perks.
Anyway.

I stayed one more night in Beaumaris—for no really clear reason, if truth be
told—and finally clawed my assortment of things together and said goodbye to Dan on
the Tuesday morning. Exactly one week earlier, Maria was up and about early and
planning her day sunbathing and reading on the beach. On the way home I had decided I
would stop by the St Helens Memorial Garden and Lawn Cemetery; actually, it wasn’t
on the way at all, it was a good forty minutes out of the way, but something compelled
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me. As I’ve said my appearance at Kevin Smart’s funeral had been brief and almost
apologetic, but I had no knowledge at all of his grave; I’d never seen it. I wasn’t sure I
wanted to that day either but somehow I felt that I should. It was something missing that
I could more or less easily resolve. That’s a roundabout way of saying that I felt guilty.
For all his bullshit and his anger and whatever else, the man was my father. And Dan
had been right that night after the fight at the Spindrift—I had, at times, been
monstrously selfish. Sometimes warranted in my opinion, but there we are.
Dan remained largely silent in the period between our last conversation and my
leaving that morning but I was no longer deeply concerned. In all likelihood he would
always have times of silence, punctuating whatever else he did with the rest of his life.
The silences were when Maria would visit him again. Perhaps he was sobbing himself
to sleep, out of my earshot; I didn’t know. In the end, I had to admit, I wasn’t really sure
what I’d achieved—but then perhaps I hadn’t had to achieve anything. I simply had to
turn up, let him know I was present and let the rest take care of itself somehow. At least
for now. I didn’t think it was over for Dan but it would probably never be. There were
so many unknowns. I would just keep trying to be a brother to him, as hard as that might
sometimes prove to be.
But I had been there, at least. However it worked out, Dan had had someone else
in the house for that crucial week. Although he’d never said it—would never say it,
being his father’s son in that respect—I thought he’d appreciated the presence. All
things considered, it was a comfort of proximity, if not of healing or confession or
revelation.
We shook hands when I left.

I indicated and turned left onto the road leading into the lawn cemetery. It was
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nearly lunch time and I’d promised Jason I would be home by mid-afternoon, so I
couldn’t stay for long. I was sure it wouldn’t take too long. I stopped the car and got
out, still wondering what I was doing. It was pretty enough in that ordered, slightly
empty way of cemeteries; the lawns were clipped and lush, the scattering of hedges and
other plants well maintained and healthy, the paths free and clear from weeds. Right, I
said to myself. I’m giving this ten minutes. I recalled Dan’s directions—take the left
fork in the path from the car park about twenty metres past the gate, there’s a tap about
two metres away from the base of a large old gum tree. From the tree, five graves up
and eight graves over and there he is.
Summer had well and truly asserted itself. I could feel the heat of the sun on my
bare skin, first caressing and then lightly stinging and burning. I noticed the plaques as I
walked past them, the decreasing order of dates, bringing the time of my father’s death
ever closer. Some of the plaques had brilliant bursts of colourful flowers in the little
metal vases set into the concrete beside them; some were plastic. I hope I’m never such
an utter shit to someone that I end up with plastic flowers, I thought. The notion was
nearly too awful for words.
The path I was on split, with the right fork leading down to a thin creek with a
couple of park benches overlooking it. I took the left fork and could see a tap attached to
a metal picket and I supposed this was the one Dan meant—there was a gum tree not
that far away and although it didn’t look that old to me it had to be the one. I was almost
right in the centre of the cemetery, with graves angled outward in nearly every direction.
All of them looked the same, neat brass plaques set into low-angled cement plinths that
ran in a continuous line across the cemetery in perfectly uniform rows. Some of the
plaques had kind words from loving families on them, some of them had a name and the
requisite dates and an empty platitude—‘Now with Jesus’, or ‘In Eternal Repose’. Some
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had defence force symbols or crests on them and some had photographs rendered onto
ceramic ovals and fastened to the brass.
I found my father’s grave after counting towards the path in the distance and
then over, as per Dan’s instructions. I’d seen a little toy windmill spinning over one of
the plaques and it turned out that Kevin Smart was lying in eternal repose right next to
it. The windmill was for a nine year old girl, Alice Charlotte Dorling. Tragically taken
into God’s care, according to the plaque. I remembered: she drowned, a week after
Kevin’s funeral. It had been in the newspaper. She got caught in a rip off Swimcart
Beach, north of St Helens, and her father had rushed in to try and pull her out, and had
nearly drowned himself. I had gone to school with some Dorlings but couldn’t
immediately recall whether there was a connection. I supposed there was; it seemed
somehow inevitable.
With a sigh, I turned and looked at my father’s plaque. It mentioned my name
and Dan’s, our mother (who’d been cremated) and her dates of birth and death. Her
ashes were scattered on the sand close to where the Scamander River occasionally
breaches the thick barrier of the beach and surges into the Tasman Sea. This was all
there was to mark my father for the world: no cheap poetic sentiment, no picture. There
were no flowers in the vase next to his plaque. For Alice Dorling, someone I had never
met, I could nearly shed a tear. For my father I realised again that I felt very little, but I
hadn’t expected to—it wasn’t why I had come. I squatted, ignoring the dull punch of
protest from my hamstrings. I placed the palm of one hand on the grass of his grave. It
reminded me lightly of stubble, the feel of Jason’s face after a couple of days without a
shave. It felt good to recall the face of my lover here, in this place, at the grave of the
man who had never understood. After a couple of minutes, I stood up.
‘It doesn’t matter anymore,’ I said quietly to him. ‘I’m sorry.’
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I looked over at Alice’s grave again. Nine years old. Poor kid. ‘Bye Alice,’ I
said. ‘Take care of the grumpy old shit for me.’
And then I turned and walked back to the path, past the tap, back to the where
the path forked and past it to the car. Didn’t look over my shoulder, not even at the sad
little windmill, turning pointlessly in the light breeze. The drive home was uneventful,
even dull, and the force of Jason’s embrace when I walked into our house two and a half
hours later was everything I needed to know that I was finally and properly home.
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Belinda
There’s a car, Ellie said. She had heard it before I did, coming slowly down the gravel
drive that connected my house to the dirt road about forty metres away. It’s a fancy one
she said. There are two men in it. I should have expected the visit, really—the two
detectives from Launceston were interviewing everyone, absolutely anyone, who might
have had some connection to those awful events. I know they had recently spoken to
Albie and I hoped they hadn’t bothered him too much; I would check on him again
soon. I hoped he wouldn’t need to rely too heavily on the Temazepam. There was no
way I could ensure supply. The ones I had scrounged together for him had a good
chance of slipping under the radar but I wouldn’t risk doing it again. If it came to light
that I provided them to him, undeclared and without a prescription, I would be sacked
and probably deregistered. I hoped that Albie would be okay. If it really boiled down to
it, though, I would find a way. I always did. They are getting out of the car, Ellie said.
I got up from my cup of tea and PD James and glanced out of the loungeroom
window. Part of me dreaded suddenly that it wasn’t the detectives but the unit manager
from the hospital in his big white shiny Regional Health Services car. The car was
white, but it wasn’t anyone from work. Indeed, it was the two detectives and I realised
that I wasn’t sure of their names. It wouldn’t matter—I had no intention of talking to
them. I knew nothing about the poor girl. Albie had said a few things but nothing
important—mainly how her face, from where she lay on the sand, kept coming back to
him, and about the bad dream he kept having in which she looked like she was still
alive. The girl was pretty, she was young, she was seeing the world—that was the extent
of my knowledge of her. No criminal investigation breakthroughs there.
Nothing important happened to me, or at my house, since her death.
Nothing.
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They parked near one of the large flowering gums and got out. Quiet, Ellie.
They won’t be here for long. We have to be quiet though. My breathing shallowed. As
they walked slowly towards the house I began to wonder if the hospital manager had
dobbed me in after all somehow, and they were coming to ask me about the off-thebook drug supplies. Perhaps Albie had said something to them that they wanted to
check with me. Perhaps they wanted my help when they spoke to him again—
apparently one of them had been quite rude the first time. Perhaps someone had lied
about me, exaggerated something, confused me with someone else. I had no idea. I
stepped very carefully into the corner of the lounge room and pressed myself into the
joined walls, squatting down with my legs tucked under me. I needed to be as small, as
invisible, as possible. I could not be seen from the main window there and if need be I
would move to somewhere else in the house while they were walking around. Assuming
that that’s what they’d do.
One of them knocked on the front door. Solid and businesslike, a textbook
copper’s knock. There was a pause, then the knocking again. No mucking around.
Anyone home?
While one of them knocked, the other was at the window, cupping his hands to
peer in. I could see the shapeless profile of his face, the ghost of it, reflected in the glass.
He moved away.
Belinda? The first detective, the door-knocker, called out.
I heard him shuffle his feet on the step, as if he was turning to look around. I
heard him call out to the other one—You sure this is her place?—but didn’t hear an
answer. The two joined up again and walked towards the corner of the house. I watched
one of them write something down as he stood looking at the carport—the car
registration number, most likely—and then they walked past the car. One of them
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placed a hand on the bonnet as he went. It would be cold. In the murder mysteries I
usually read, this would have been a good thing. If the car had been warm it would
mean that I’d only just returned from somewhere and the detectives would reason that I
was more than likely at home or very nearby. Since the car was cold, I could be
anywhere—gone for a walk, driving with someone else, perhaps I got a lift to work,
perhaps I car pool. Sorry, chaps. No luck for you today. I was lost in this wild imagining
and didn’t realise they had completely left my sight, until one of them knocked on the
back door. Scared me half to death.
Anyone home?
The back door was unlocked. If they tried it, it would open and then—would
they come in? Did detectives do that? I couldn’t risk moving, and then I terrified myself
wondering what I would say to them if they found me cowering in the corner of my
lounge room. I started sweating, just slightly. I would appear guilty of something to
them, if not a brazen daylight murder—something. Really quite embarrassing.
But there was silence again—no further knocks, no telltale squeaks as the back
door was slowly pushed open. I waited, listening, hoping for an indication of where they
were—hoping that it was still outside. After a minute or two I heard them back on the
gravel at the front of the house. They had done a complete circuit. There were some
clothes hanging on the line which I’d been about to bring in, so they would have
checked those too no doubt and that they were bone dry was also in my favour. No sign
of any activity there for a couple of hours or so, at least.
And then a long, long period of silence. I was breathing carefully through my
open mouth, conscious of the sweat beginning to bead on my upper lip, how clammy
my hands felt, the stiffening tension in my legs. Were they just standing in the front
yard, waiting for something? Were they waiting for me to lose patience and betray
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myself with a sneeze, an undisciplined step, a cough? I didn’t dare move: I’d heard the
scuttlebutt around the traps. Everyone spoken to by these two said it was harrowing. In
every account, there was a point where the interviewee felt accused, in no uncertain
terms. The one with the black sleeve thing on his arm, they said he was the worst—
repeating questions, driving them into your skin with that needling tone of his. I
wouldn’t have it, not even for Albie’s sake. I had accused myself of enough bad things
in my recent history. I wanted nothing to do with them.
Eventually I heard a car door open. I exhaled very slowly through my nose, and
opened my mouth and drew in a big deep breath, filling myself with relief. We’re
almost there, Ellie, almost safe again. Stay quiet, honey. The other car door opened.
They were chatting to each other but I couldn’t quite make it out. Then there were
footsteps again, approaching the house. I held my breath, mouth open, my body now
screaming with how still I had forced it to be, the languid air in my lounge room closing
in, almost holding me in place against the corner. There was a noise at the front door—
not a knock, a riffling sound. Something had been pushed under it, I realised. Then one
of them said, Yep, let’s go, and there were footsteps and the distinct sound of two car
doors closing, one after the other, clap-clap. The engine started but the car did not
move. They were still watching the house very carefully, looking for any sign of
movement. After an interminable minute or two, I heard the car reverse slowly, around
in a big loop until it was pointing back towards Four Trees Road. Slowly, as if it had all
the time in the world, it crept along my driveway. When I could not hear it anymore, I
counted slowly to a hundred. Even at the end of that, I made myself wait. I could no
longer feel my legs at all, my face and neck heavily beaded with sweat. I could feel
myself in the shower, washing it all away, and I teased myself with the scotch I would
have afterwards, alone in my quiet house. It took a couple of minutes to get the blood
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back into my legs and slowly stand up, leaning against the wall, breathing as normally
as possible. Carefully, mindful of the possibility of cramp, I walked to the front door
and picked up the business card that had been slipped under it. Sorry we missed you,
he’d scrawled on the back. Please call when you can. Then the name Owen McCoy, two
phone numbers and the designation Major Crime under a police badge. Still treading
carefully, I stepped over to my lounge room window.
Who were they? Ellie asked.
No one, Sweetie. Just some people who wanted to talk to me.
But you didn’t want to talk to them.
No, Hon. Not today.
They were gone, well and truly. The eleven-shaped marks of their car’s tyres in
the gravel were all that spoke of their visit. Standing and looking at the empty driveway,
my thoughts turned to Albie again. I hoped that he was all right. Perhaps I should pop
over there now. He might like to know that I’d been visited by the detectives, and
perhaps—but no. He didn’t want people there every five minutes. He enjoyed his space
and solitude, as much as I did. Tomorrow would be fine. I remained where I stood for a
while, paranoid that they might turn around half a kilometre down the road and come
back, but they did not appear again in my driveway that afternoon. I had only delayed
something, really, I knew that. I didn’t know how much longer I could stay ahead of the
game. When I decided to give it up though, it would be on my terms. At a time of my
choosing. Perhaps it would be sooner than I’d hoped. Perhaps I really couldn’t keep
living like this, avoiding what I had done.
I reached out and ran my hand softly over Ellie’s hair. Thank you, I said to her.
Such a beautiful little girl she was. I began to weep. So beautiful. Still, my broken heart.
It would be over soon enough. After a while, I got the washing in. By the time the last
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peg was back in the little white bucket on the ground near the back door, I knew what I
would do. It scared me, but it was my choice. I don’t know whether I felt better for
having made it but I couldn’t pretend anymore—sooner or later, things would catch up
with me. I did feel better about choosing when, and how. It seems easy to put it all into
writing now. I can’t really convey how difficult it was, but Heaven knows I’ve had
enough time to think. I’ve got about twelve months to go, and then when I’m out I will
run again, find somewhere, start again.
Ellie does not appear to me anymore. Sometimes I speak to her anyway but
mostly I am glad of the peace. I don’t really know what any of this means but I think
that will do from me. Thank you. Good luck with everything.
I always liked the oranges.
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Daniel Smart
Just one more thing I might say. Haven’t told the cops this, didn’t tell Ben, haven’t told
anyone and I’m only putting it in here because it’s another part of the story that I want
people to know I suppose. I kept it to myself I don’t know why but the more I share
about her perhaps the more … alive she will seem. I don’t know.
I stood at the door of her room, on the Monday night this was, the night before.
She was cleaning her teeth and sorting some clothes out, wearing long silky shorts and a
singlet and her hair was up so I could see the letters of my name in that beautiful
writing, interrupted by the strap of the singlet.
‘I might go to the beach this morning,’ she said, speaking carefully through a
mouthful of toothpaste.
‘Yeah, cool. I should get a few jobs done around here first but I’ll come down
later. Teach you how to surf.’
‘Yes!’ She edged past me to get back into the bathroom to spit out the
toothpaste. She poured herself half a glass of water, shooshed it around her mouth and
carefully spat it back into the sink. She rinsed out the glass and left it sitting next to the
cold water tap. It didn’t move from there for several months. ‘I may need to borrow a
towel,’ she said. ‘I didn’t bring one for the beach.’
‘No worries. Got plenty.’
‘Thank you.’ She smiled. ‘Do you think it will be warm tomorrow?’
I shrugged. ‘Should be okay, it’s getting on for summer. It won’t be, you know,
roasting, but it should be nice on the beach.’
She came to me, put her hand on my arm. ‘I am glad that you will come with me
when you are finished.’
‘Yeah, of course. Be lovely down there.’
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She moved into her room, sat on the bed, patted the doona cover next to her.
‘Come and sit down for a while.’
I have to admit, I liked where this was going. I didn’t have to be asked twice.
She leaned back against the wall, her knees drawn up to her chest. ‘It’s so quiet here,’
she said. ‘I do not think I could stand it for very long.’
‘You get used to it.’
‘There are some very nice people.’
I nodded. ‘Have you thought any more about us going back to the mainland
together? Would you like that?’
‘You have your work. I do not want to get in the way.’
‘I could arrange some time off. It’s not like I’m on regular hours anywhere.’
‘Let me think about it some more.’
‘Well, I need to know soon—I should let some people know, as a courtesy, you
know?’
‘I know.’
She looped her arm through mine and leaned against me.
‘I’ll take you to Taronga Park in Sydney. See the elephants. And we can climb
the Bridge.’
‘Bridge?’
‘Yeah, you know. The Sydney Harbour Bridge.’
‘I want to see a koala bear.’
‘Yep. We can do that.’
I sat on the bed with her arm through mine and her head on my shoulder. ‘And
wherever we go,’ she murmured, ‘we can count the stars together.’
‘Yep. All of em.’
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Before long, she was asleep. This is mooshy I know but it’s how things were so
you can stop here if you want. I moved my arm so that it was around her and I held her
to me and there were a couple of strands of her hair tickling my nose. I could feel the
soft puffs of her breath on my chest. I wish I could have turned the light off but instead I
sat there in the company of my sleeping girl, dreaming awake, wanting to snap time off
at that moment so there wouldn’t be any more. So tomorrow would never come.
After a while, I don’t know how long, an hour or two, I kissed her lightly on the
forehead and carefully lay her down on her side on the bed. I covered her with a blanket
and turned off the light and let her go. She sighed in her sleep and rolled away from me,
pulling the blanket up around her. There she was in the shadow, looking so peaceful. I
closed her bedroom door. She called out goodbye the following morning but I didn’t see
her leave. I was still in bed in my room, next to hers but too far away. I heard the front
door open and close and then I think I went back to sleep for a while. Should have made
her some breakfast, given her a hug, should have blown off my jobs that morning—
Christ, they weren’t that important—and just gone with her from the get-go. Who
knows why we do or don’t do things.
But I have that time, that moment. Her body against mine while she slept, in that
quiet room. I still have her, in my mind. And I think that’s all.
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Constable Nicholas Perks
At approximately 1400 hours on the afternoon of Tuesday, October _____, 19__, I
interrupted my scheduled duties to check on the wellbeing of one Mr Albert Dodd of
approximately 91 years of age at his residence adjacent to the Tasman Highway on the
northern side of Scamander. I had no specific concerns regarding Mr Dodd other than a
general concern arising from his return home after a brief stay in hospital following the
discovery of Maria Fabri’s body seven days earlier, as well as any lingering stress he
may have been experiencing after being questioned by Major Crime detectives Owen
McCoy and Paul Whitaker in connection with said discovery. I was aware that Mr Dodd
lived alone and had not accepted the use of any community health support services.
Given his advanced age, recent trauma and other matters, I considered it prudent to
check in on him.
Upon attending Mr Dodd’s home I observed that his back door was open and
that he did not appear to be in residence at this time. He did not respond to my repeated
calling of his name. Similarly, I am aware that Mr Dodd owns a loyal and well-trained
black Labrador named Bessie and at this time I could see no sign of the dog either, aside
from the remains of some dog food in a bowl by the back door. I considered it to be in
Mr Dodd’s best interests that I enter his home to ensure that he was not inside in, for
example, a state of acute medical distress. I did so carefully via the open back door,
ensuring that I repeatedly called his name. I reasoned that he might have been asleep
and it was reasonable to assume that he was walking on the beach, as I believe was his
regular habit.
I could find no trace of Mr Dodd within his residence. I observed a cup of tea,
containing a single used teabag, on the small kitchen table. Next to it I noticed a small
brown glass bottle, of the kind tablets are sometimes stored in, with its lid unscrewed
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and lying a short distance away on the table. The little bottle was completely empty. I
did not have gloves with me at this time and so I did not pick the bottle up to examine it.
There were no other significant signs of activity in the kitchen—some clean plates on
the sink, with a small assortment of cutlery, but otherwise everything seemed
undisturbed and in order.
I left the house via the back door and was starting to satisfy myself with the
notion that he had simply gone for a walk. It was usual for him to do so, I understand,
and given the longevity of his residence in the area it seemed reasonable that he would
be comfortable leaving his back door open while he did so. At this stage I could not
explain the empty pill bottle, other than to surmise that Mr Dodd had been given some
medication on leaving the hospital and that he had recently completed this course of
medication. There being no further reason for my attendance upon Mr Dodd given that
he was not at home, I started to return to my vehicle which I had parked on the other
side of the residence. As I proceeded to my vehicle, I heard the distinct and somewhat
abrupt sound of a dog barking, and noticed that Bessie had appeared at the top of the
low dune that separated Mr Dodd’s house from the beach. She barked repeatedly, in
such a way that my curiosity was aroused. I walked towards her, back past the rear of
Mr Dodd’s property and up the narrow unformed path to the top of the dune.
At this time, the tide was on its way out and I could see the line of moisture and
small ocean debris that had marked its high point on the sand. Waves were lapping the
shore approximately five to seven metres below this point at the time of my observation.
I could clearly observe the body of a man floating face down in the water approximately
twenty to twenty-five metres further out in the water, approximately fifty metres from
me. My initial assessment, which proved correct with subsequent formal identification,
was that I was observing the body of Mr Albert Dodd. There was no one in the
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immediate vicinity who could assist me and as such I had an important decision to
make—attempt recovery of the man from the outgoing tide, and provide resuscitation as
might be beneficial, or return to my vehicle and radio the information in, requesting
emergency paramedic support. I decided on this course of action—I could be back on
the beach in approximately a minute and was better off tending to the stricken male in
light of help being summoned and its arrival imminent.
I contacted St Helens Police by radio and informed them of the discovery,
requesting the appropriate assistance. I ran back to the beach. The tide was carrying Mr
Dodd out with it and so he was somewhat further away than when I had first observed
him. Upon reaching him, admittedly struggling as I was now out beyond my own depth,
I rolled him over in the water and clasped my arms under his shoulders, so that his head
would be lifted out of the water. I kicked backwards, releasing one of my arms every
now and then so as to be able to complete one or two swimming strokes with it. As this
process was under way I repeatedly called Mr Dodd by his name and received no
response. I observed a distinct blue shade to his lips, indicating onset of cyanosis. I was
very concerned that at this stage there were no signs of life.
When I returned with Mr Dodd to shallow water there were two ambulance
officers and Constable Harris on the beach, who all rushed into the water to assist in
returning Mr Dodd to a patch of sand where he could be assessed. I attempted to
commence CPR while an oxygen mask was fitted and other procedures were
commenced. I cannot be sure about the length of time we remained with Mr Dodd on
the beach attempting to revive him. It ceased only when one of the ambulance officers
placed his hand on my arm while I was continuing CPR and suggested that I should
curtail this procedure.
‘He’s gone,’ the ambulance officer said. The time was marked as 2.46pm.

219

I remained in a kneeling position beside him on the sand. I am unaware of the
activity of the others present during this time. Someone returned my shirt and shoes to
me. Someone told me that I had done all I could. It was of little consolation. I may have
exhibited an inappropriate display of emotion. I remained by Mr Dodd’s side for some
time.

[Report ends.]
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Sally Ringholt

And somehow I am returned to my own place in the story, standing by all those empty
shelves. With difficulty and reluctance I come to these pages; everything was in some
acceptable place, you see. I had, as best as I could manage, endured the horror of that
week and everything that I thought it had meant. I had somehow made a fool of myself,
as I shall probably describe. I had left everything behind, in both senses of doing so, and
it was unimaginably difficult. Nothing had prepared me for it, not even the death of dear
Werner which I see now was something that perhaps I didn’t properly comprehend at
the time. It was all so—torrid. That is a good word. And so, Reader, you are invited to
ask—why am I going through it all again in these pages?
The short answer is that I am not. I’ve no intention. Werner would have said,
through that sweet, acrid pipe smoke, that what happens has happened and we are
powerless to change it. We cannot alter the past any more than we can reliably predict
the future. So the first thing you should understand is that I am not trying to alter
anything. I am not passing any sort of judgement on what has been written, although
some of it is dubious and some of it is flagrantly incorrect. But it is what people have
said—it is their heart. I have no business telling people what happened to them and I
have never understood anyone who thinks they have that right. But what a strange and
troubling thing is the memory, don’t you think? It tries to please us. And there are times,
rarely perhaps, when we must push against that, to get to some sort of recognisable
truth. A collective understanding—yes, that’s the phrase. Individual threads may vary
but the overall tapestry will, hopefully, be of the right colour.
Understand, then, that I will not edit myself. What follows is purely honest, or at
least as honest as I am prepared to be. Nothing has been kept from what follows and all
I have endeavoured to do is correct some sentences here and there. To edit myself is to
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hide, I think, to create a false me. I have no interest in being other than honest with you
and I should serve that interest with as much vigour as I can muster. Words will come as
they come and I may stop and start accordingly. To that end I will apologise if what
follows is somewhat disjointed or awkward. It is merely my attempt at being completely
honest: with myself, and more importantly, with you.
So, please, some patience. It will be very difficult at times, I have no doubt
about that, but I (now) have all the time in the world, and nowhere to be at five in the
morning. I will temper what you read with my own insight but even so, I will still insist
on one understanding—that what I will not do here is revisit the events of that day. I
have always been clear that I would not. It will be enough for me to respond to the
accounts of others, as I am about to do. I trust that this will not disappoint you. It is
simply that that day, especially the delightful details of moments I shared with Maria
before she walked down onto the beach that morning—that is something I wish to
continue holding within myself. We freely give too much of ourselves away these days.
I am glad for something, so precious, that I am able to keep.
I will provide a full account of my actions and intentions (as straightforward as
they are) in presenting myself to St Helens Police that day. I note that neither Constable
Perks or Mr Whitaker refer to it themselves. It was not a golden moment but it should
be part of the record and so I will recall it. I may not go into exhaustive detail—as
important as it is, it may not be all that exciting—but I will not, I should not, leave it
out.
Again, the sun is just starting to peek over the lip of the earth. It was doing so a
few weeks ago when I began reading and collating these accounts. Again, soon, the day
will be colourful but empty. It is an apt moment at which to begin.
*
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I don’t recall Belinda and Maria being in the Shop together that morning. I don’t
recall Belinda ever setting foot in the Shop after 8.30 of a morning—always on her way
to work, always an orange or two. Always with the happy chat. But she was gone before
Maria arrived that morning, which was some time between nine and a quarter past. I’m
not going to offer an explanation for this, or for anything else I am about to revisit,
because I do recall the two of them crossing paths at other times, however briefly, but
not that morning. Nothing is locked into absolute certainty in my mind like the events of
that morning. Belinda was in the Shop for about ten minutes, bought a couple of
oranges and told me about a patient who kept asking her to marry him, asked me
whether the Shop had sold yet and then left. I lied to her about the Shop—I told her
there had been no movement on that front. But there had been.
Maria came in as I said around nine or a little afterwards. She asked for a
sandwich. She didn’t seem quite her happy self that morning and of course I will never
know why now—she seemed a bit distracted. Perhaps she had argued with Dan; perhaps
she had had a message from her father. I learned later from Dan that she and her father
were on difficult terms owing to her travel to Australia. I’m not clear about the specific
reasons but as they say it’s neither here nor there now. And of course it was none of my
business. Maria certainly never mentioned anything to me—but then, the handful of
encounters we had were relatively brief I suppose. I wish now more than anything that
they had lasted longer. She was a fascinating and intelligent young lady, I have no doubt
of that.
But yes—that morning she looked a bit lost. I made her a sandwich and I recall
she said something about how much she was still enjoying it here, but she kept looking
out the window. And then—that was it. She asked me what time the buses left of an
afternoon to go back to Launceston, or head to Hobart. She was, apparently, thinking of
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leaving. I had a timetable and she took it, looked at it. She said she would make up her
mind. But I had not seen that in her before (again, I know—for the few times we had
spoken, what of anything had I seen in her?), that sense of quiet. Yes: that morning, she
was quiet. Still. I couldn’t escape the thought that something had happened to upset her.
I made the sandwich, carefully wrapped it in folded cooking paper for her—one
of the first things Werner taught me, tucking the corners in to make it look neat—and
she smiled but it was so quick and nearly involuntary that I wondered whether I should
say something. I did not and I recall thinking that if she came in later in the day, on her
way back to Dan’s, I would ask her. Was she okay, was everything okay? Of course, I
did not have that opportunity and will never have it. Yet another of the many small
things that haunt me. I watched her walk across the highway after she left the Shop. I
could barely remember being that young, having the world in front of me.

Albie’s funeral was a simple affair, as he would have wanted. We all chipped in
to have him cremated—there was no sign of a will, so we acted in what we thought
would have been his preference—and scattered the ashes along the beach south of his
place, in the opposite direction to where Maria had been found. People could not believe
what had happened and no one I spoke to seemed to believe, or wanted to believe, that
he had taken his own life. I found it difficult to settle on the matter, between you and
me. I suspect he was much more traumatised by the discovery of Maria’s body than he
ever let on. It tainted the beach for him, is my view, and I can well understand that life
might have become very difficult for him without being able to really enjoy the beach
anymore. And since my default position is to always try and think the best of people, I
will imagine that Belinda was only acting in his best interests, providing the pills for
him as she did. Trying to win him back a good night’s sleep. Such things are never
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secret for long in a place like this. She could not really have known what he would do
with them.
That’s what I prefer to think.

I was very grateful to Dave and his kindness that day, not only to me but
everyone who came near the Spindrift, police and locals, everyone. There was a
numbness to the place—yes. That is an excellent word.
As I feared they would, the police came to my door later that night. Why so late
I will never know. I was in a terrible state that evening—that much of what you may
have already is close to being true. I was in no position to be interviewed but things
were so turned around that I didn’t really know what was happening and I suppose I
thought in that moment that it was the right thing to do, to talk to them. I have utterly no
memory of anything I might have said to them. I seem to recall that they were there for
some time, and I distinctly recall them asking me whether anyone I knew in town was
capable of such an act. Well, I know things of course. As I said, what I told them or
didn’t tell I can’t recall with any accuracy whatsoever. But I know of course that old
Harpy Johnson killed his neighbour’s dog a few years back because it wouldn’t stop
barking in the middle of the night. Everyone knew it, but Harpy kept on denying it. I
knew that strange Mr Kent—I’d always thought him strange, an opinion no one really
seemed to share—moved away in a hurry after police visited him to discuss some
unpaid fines and happened on his extensive collection of “artistic” nude photos, many of
them featuring children I’m given to understand. I’d known of a time when, for a price,
Flash Carter’s eldest daughter Trish would supply you with any variety of medication
you desired—prescription, legal or otherwise. And there were myriad tales of domestic
abuse, attempted suicides, drunken brawls, heated arguments, you name it—many such

225

tales made their way over the counter of the Shop at one time or another. People in this
little corner of the world love a chat and they love to gossip. There’s really no escaping
it. But there was a gulf between all of these things, and this. Maria. No one of whom I
had any real knowledge could have done that.
It may always be a matter of pure mystery to me how I travelled from that
conclusion to presenting myself at St Helens Police Station about eight or nine days
after Maria died, ready to build a cross and crucify a certain member of the community.
But I will come to that.
The police left my place that night, almost certainly unsatisfied with me I would
think (although, again, quite what they expected at that particular point in time I will
never know), and I remember having a couple of gin and tonics, gimmicks Dave calls
them, and by rights I should probably have been feeling a bit tiddly by then. I think it
was then that I decided I would not be opening the Shop the following day, only the
second time in nearly forty years it would be closed other than on Sundays. The only
other time was the day of dear Werner’s funeral.
I found myself, that week, thinking of Werner Ringholt more than I could recall
doing previously. I mean, he was never far from me I suppose—I folded myself in his
memory every morning when I opened the Shop—but until the business with Maria and
what happened afterwards, I had not consciously recalled him, actively remembered
things he had done or said, for some time. A very long time. He was always the absolute
model of kindness—and this is something I would find increasingly compelling about
him the more I learned as a curious adult. He fled his home town of Darmstadt in
Germany in 1935 and I often think that he managed this just at the right time. He was of
military age and the Nazis had begun to demand that any male of the right age should
join them. I know that their practices and beliefs would never have accorded with
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Werner, especially when he could see—in his own town—the savagery visited upon the
Jews, some of whom he had played with, went to school with, whose company he
enjoyed. I cannot know when he made the decision to leave but how difficult, how
nearly impossible, it must have been. And he ended up here: which seems equally
implausible to me, of all the places he might have gone in the world. I like to imagine
that he was chasing the quiet and that he found it here, in what must have seemed a very
isolated part of the world in the late 1930s. His sister Inge and my mother, a lively
eighteen year old, were with him. I never heard him speak of my grandmother.
I barely know any more about my mother. Her name was Mathilde and she had
me not long after she turned twenty. Werner told me once that she returned to Europe
not long after that, going against the tide, for reasons I have never fathomed. I have
become increasingly inquisitive about it as I’ve approached my own senior years and I
may yet devote some good time to finding out more about her. I have no knowledge, not
a whisper, of the circumstances of my conception (other than carnal, of course) or the
identity of my father. Such details, as far as he knew them himself, died with Werner.
Relatively speaking, death and its resulting emptiness were unknown to me
before he died. Life was homemade lemonade and school and helping in the Shop after
and on weekends, spending nearly all summer rolling in the surf, chafed by the sand,
warmed by the sun, days bookended by tendrils of that fragrant pipe smoke, that gentle
‘Ach, Kind’ and that hard-soft hand on my shoulder. The waves and the school and the
lemonade and the sun were all still there after his passing but it was all unaccountably
different, almost as if—for a while—I no longer wanted those things. The morning after
he died, I walked down to the beach and stood there, feeling the sand between my toes,
looking at the horizon. That was where he had gone, into that line where he had always
stared. His eyes, in quiet moments on the small verandah of the house he’d built, were
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always drawn towards the sea.
On many nights during summer, when daylight bled longer into evenings,
Werner would sit on the verandah at the front of the house where I was born. He would
stare out at the world, at the sparse flat lines of coast he now called home and the ocean
beyond, his pipe comfortably nestled in one of his hands. ‘This ocean,’ he would say
quietly as I was sitting on his knee or close by. ‘See how it moves, how it rolls and
settles.’ While he had more or less mastered English, he retained a thick accent all his
life. I loved listening to him, this exotic flourish in the landscape of my childhood. Once
he had built the house we would live in, he set about building others—simple places, for
holidays mainly, a permanent population in Beaumaris being a relatively new
phenomenon at that time. He never had reason to leave the area apart from the very
occasional trip to St Helens for supplies or to get his truck fixed if the repairs were
beyond something he could fashion himself. Mostly, he had everything delivered
whenever possible (usually only after prolonged good weather, when the road was
passable). He caught or grew his own food, bottled rainwater for drinking and washing,
even revived an old family method for fermenting the apples off the tree he grew to
make cider. He maintained his tools himself. He was a hermit among people, I often
thought.
I tore one of my shirts once—I was never one for dresses or skirts, not then as a
child and not really now either—and I remember being scared about what he would say.
I’d been climbing a tree out over the river, to watch the water swirl and drift gently
beneath me, and the shirt got snarled on the stub of a broken branch. I stayed out there,
enjoying the cool flush of the breeze against my skin. And how I loved watching the
river. Apart from the beach, it was my favourite childhood place.
When I walked back to the house he was sitting in his spot, eyes away over the
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water, tendrils of smoke curling obediently around him before sneaking away. I walked
up the stairs to the verandah as sideways as I could manage, hoping in that foolish way
of children to get past him before he noticed anything was amiss. I barely made it to the
top step.
‘Sally,’ Werner Ringholt said.
He patted one of his thin knees. I froze, scrambling for an excuse to step inside.
Nothing that whirred through my mind sounded at all convincing. I had taken only one
tentative step towards him when he saw it. ‘Ach,’ he said quietly. ‘Your shirt.’ He made
a tutting sound, clicking it around the mouthpiece of his pipe.
‘I’m sorry, Papa.’
He took the pipe out of his mouth.
‘And what is it that you are sorry, Kind?’
‘I…my shirt.’
‘Your shirt does not care that you tore it, Sally. It is a thing that can be mended.’
He smiled. ‘Seien sie nicht dumm. Take it off, fetch my bag from inside the door.’ I
found the bag and another old shirt on the floor of the small room where I slept under a
window I left open during the summer months. I sat next to him while he puffed away
(Port Royal tobacco, I remember; there was some sort of sailing ship on the packet) and
ran his fingers over the damage and the surrounding fabric. ‘Hmm, hmm,’ he said.
‘Einfach, einfach. Quick job.’
In no time he had a needle threaded and was running it down the length of the
tear, quickly in and out of the shirt, pulling and poking it through again in quick,
rhythmic motions.
When he was finished there was almost no evidence of the damage at all. He
pointed the stem of his pipe at me. ‘You don’t have to be sorry for doing what a child is
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supposed to do,’ he said softly. His eyes moved beyond me to the ocean again. ‘You
should instead be sorry that there are children who can’t.’ At the age of about nine, I
hadn’t really understood this remark. Surely all children everywhere had trees to climb
and space to run around in and games to play, and had stories read to them. Only much
later did I learn of the Germany that my grandfather had left behind.
There was silence for a while. Without looking, he reached for me, rubbed my
hair with that calloused palm, rough as grit but laying smooth against my scalp. ‘Zeit
zum abendessen bald, Kind.’ Time for dinner soon, Child.

Are you interested? I have no way of knowing, of course. Forgive my rambling. You’ll
have heard about my visit to St Helens Police, perhaps I should begin explaining that. It
remains mysterious to me if I’m honest, because I have never been one to act on
impulse—not really. I sometimes fear that putting the Shop on the market was an
impulsive decision, but I remind myself—for God’s sake, don’t be silly girl. It took you
months to make that decision. Kingdoms have fallen in far less time.
About a week after Maria’s parents left town, not long before the Shop’s doors
were due to close for the final time—in fact, it was the day after I had placed Maria’s
photo and bracelet on the bar at the Spindrift, as a kind of memorial—I decided with no
real authority to do so that I had had enough of the rumours. The two detectives had left
town but had returned and they were interviewing people for the second or third time in
some cases, no doubt cross-checking information, whatever else it is they do. They had
not made themselves very popular in our little neck of the woods and perhaps that
shouldn’t be surprising. I can’t imagine how difficult their job would be at the best of
times, let alone when a crabby old duck waddles up to them, pointing the finger and all
but frothing at the mouth. Not, in the end, that I made my silly accusation to them.
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Anyway, perhaps I’m exaggerating. I fear I’m not.
I think it was seeing and speaking briefly to Maria’s mother that again shifted
something in me. It is possible, I think now, that I might have started to come to
terms—Lord, it was such a strange time. I’m not explaining it very well. I think what I
mean is that I was starting to come to understand my grief. I didn’t understand … what
it meant at that point and I think in all honesty that I still don’t, but I could see how it
was shaping me. I could see what my grief looked like. Does that make sense? I have
read where people who experience traumatic events—it can alter their personality, it can
really mess them up. I don’t think now that I’ve been affected to that extent but I do
understand how such a thing is possible. I know this might sound like an evangelical
cliché—and Heaven knows, if Werner taught me anything at all, it was to avoid God—
Die Himmel wird dir nicht helfen, Kind9—but it was somehow like dropping a pebble
into a pond. The ripples will be even, of course, in perfect circles perhaps, spreading
ever outwards until they fade into nothing. But they disrupt, they refract. Perhaps what I
have been doing with this book is recording the ripples. Sorry—there I go again,
distracting myself.
It rained on the afternoon she came to town. I never met Maria’s father, he
stayed away from the crowds, and how utterly heartbroken I was all over again when I
learned that he had died barely a month after returning to Italy with his daughter’s body.
No one in these accounts has mentioned the rain. It was not heavy and the weather
would have needed to reach cyclone levels before it kept us off the beach that day, but
rain it most certainly did. Why no one has said so, I cannot understand. Arguably, in the
scheme of things, it was not that important. I remember that I reopened the Shop briefly
on the afternoon of the memorial service, in case anyone needed a cup of tea or a

9

‘The heavens will not help you, Child’
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biscuit, all provided free of charge of course; the Shop stayed closed for several days in
all that week, I just wasn’t up to it. I knew the whisperers would be out, the gossip
would start spreading like butter, that people—everyone—would be talking. It was
perhaps the thought of facing that which made it more difficult to bear, than having to
daily confront the loss of that beautiful girl. It would be, it seemed to me, like having to
relive things several times a day. I simply couldn’t bear the thought.
So there her mother was. She was sobbing, this poor lonely woman, without her
husband, uttering short guttural phrases of Italian that hopefully weren’t lost in
Bernice’s ears, and a world away from the familiarity of her own home, her own tongue.
I was numbed by it all, really—I had somewhat increased my gin intake over those few
days, I am not proud to say, and so everything that happened was filtered through that. I
can’t distinctly recall now whether, on the afternoon of the memorial service, I was on
the way to partial inebriation or on the way out of it (whether I was asking for it or
aching, as Dave might have said) but I suppose now that part of the numbness I felt was
delivered by the cushion of drinking. But even through that, I could sense this woman’s
pain—I could feel it, like a bony hand on my shoulder. It was a weight, like so much
else that week, something I could not walk away from. And of course at that point we
still hadn’t seen the horrible end of it. We may never know what happened to Albie. He
can not have taken his own life, regardless of anything Belinda is supposed to have said
or done. But of course, who knows what lurks in the hearts of men. Who knows.
Even in the rain, through the veil of our own tears and the wailing of this
shattered woman drowning in black, the beach was beautiful. The beach is always
beautiful, in all weathers: I know well why dear Werner chose this place of all the
places he could have chosen, to settle and spend the remainder of his days. Its beauty
could—what’s the word?—transcend everything, even its new and undeserved status as
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a crime scene. As we followed Father Doole (dear man, since gone to God himself, pray
for us sinners now and at the hour of our death) onto the sand that afternoon, I watched
it pitted by the rain and felt it under my feet and even then, even in that dreadful
moment of numbness and shock and the piling up of everything else that weighed
against me and poor Mrs Fabri and the people I shared this town with—even against all
of that, I was somehow soothed by the sand, by the softness of it under my feet. I had
left my shoes at the end of the pathway. I had never worn shoes or anything of the sort
onto the beach and I was not about to start doing so. So my feet were sinking into the
sand with every step and again, as with so many occasions before that ghastly moment
and since, I recognised the tiny, tiny seed of something glowing in the deepest pit of my
being: gratitude. This beach has become me, I sometimes think, and no matter how
many times I may leave I could never stay away. I had thought that I was not coming
back at all after the sale of the Shop had gone through and I travelled through Vietnam
and Thailand, Italy, France and the United Kingdom, but of course I returned. Of course
I did. I will never now be, in any meaningful way, anywhere else. I no longer live in
Beaumaris—I cannot comprehend the ugly monstrosities that have been erected where
the Shop used to be, and cannot begin to imagine the venal selfishness of the people
who live in them—but I am not far away, to the south in Scamander, and well within
walking distance of the sand.
It was a beautiful service: Father Doole has such a lovely voice, sonorous I
believe the word might be, and despite the solemn occasion I found myself enjoying
listening to him. I understand that the Fabris were reasonably devout Catholics and so
she may well have been familiar with the content of the service, and perhaps Father
Doole had discussed with her what the service would include or what he would actually
say. It was the saddest thing I have ever seen, watching Maria’s mother stand on the flat

233

silent sand and then wade, in her volumes of black, into the lapping tide—the same
water that had washed her daughter’s body only days previously, and yet not the
same—and leave for the ghost of her child an enormous wreath of lilies. I could hear
her from well behind where I was standing: a simply gut-wrenching wail, a sound I will
carry with me for the rest of my days. A long, open vowel of pain. Something, perhaps,
to reach beautiful Maria, beyond the skies.

I admired Dave at work behind the bar of the Spindrift that afternoon, chatting
and making sure everyone had what they needed. He was—is—a good man. I watched
him and I remember thinking how much I cared for him, but how little I knew. And I
think that was how I wanted it to be.

I resumed business as normal in the Shop the following morning. Glück kommt
von der Freude der Routine, dear Werner would have said: happiness comes from the
joy of routine. The milk arrived, the papers arrived, the fresh fruit I had sent from
Launceston every week arrived. I swept and restocked and tidied, heard distantly the
odd car drive past, found myself looking across the highway at the Police Incident Van
sitting fat and white against the dark low hill of the grassy dune behind it. I made
probably two more cups of tea than I really wanted. I waited for something. People
came in, we spoke, exchanged the words we have exchanged every day for how many
years. It was quiet and, mostly, I was glad of it—to be somewhere, to have something,
however little, to do.
But, really, how empty it felt.
I caught myself expecting, when I turned around, to see her: perhaps standing in
the doorway, perhaps leaning on the counter as she had done that first morning I made
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her a sandwich. I longed to see her walking across the road from Dan Smart’s place
towards the Shop, or heading across the highway towards the beach. I wanted to hear
the bell over the Shop door and know it would be her, but none of these things were
now possible. It remains extraordinarily difficult, even at this remove of time, to
comprehend such a thing. But still, as it always had, the Shop held me like skin. It
cushioned me somehow. I was safe within it, I knew, and perhaps that was why I
reopened that morning. It allowed me to be somewhere that wasn’t in my head. And in
the absences of the morning in particular—Albie’s among them, he was still in hospital
at that point I think, not that he came into the Shop much more than twice a week
anyway—I returned to thinking about the decision I had made to sell. It had been
profoundly challenging to consider my options even before Maria walked in that
morning, but consider them I had. In fact, dear Reader, I had accepted an offer two days
before I first met her. Absolutely no one in Beaumaris knows that. But then of course,
she died, and afterwards I was gripped by such savage doubt that I genuinely thought I
might lose my mind.

I’d accepted four hundred and ninety thousand dollars. The value was in the
land, mostly, of course. No one wanted to run a Shop in one of the forgotten cupboards
of the world.

Oh my Lord, how I argued with myself. How wretched I felt. It simply wasn’t
possible. I had long ago memorised the order, on most days, in which people came into
the Shop to chat and buy something. Reliable as a calendar, they were, come any
weather. It was like playing a role in some sort of repeating drama, and of course I had a
clear understanding that my role was very important. Even old Mrs Dean, who mostly
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complained, had no one else to complain to so I learned very early on in the game that
the easiest thing in the world is to smile, nod every now and then and make another cup
of tea. It was no simple thing, no easy choice, to leave this cast of characters behind. Up
until the moment I scrawled my name at the bottom of those pieces of paper in a
lawyer’s office in Launceston, I doubted whether I had the courage to actually do it. I
needed a couple of gimmicks that day, I won’t lie to you.

At some point that morning, the morning I reopened after the memorial service,
I nodded off behind the counter. And there it was, you see—I was tired. It had somehow
crept up on me—or it had always been there but I was only now starting to really feel it,
I don’t know which. But I had started to realise that I wasn’t sure it was something I had
wanted to do, unlike dear Werner, until my very last days. I would look, as he had,
across the highway to the beach and know of the ocean beyond it, and sense the great
world beyond that. I wanted to see some of that world for myself and in purely
pragmatic terms, the Shop was all I had to enable that to happen. And in the end of
course, the timing was—well, what was it? Appalling but somehow fateful. I had finally
made the decision, the leap of faith, the unspoken promise to myself—and not two days
later, Maria Fabri walked into the Shop and asked me to make her a sandwich. I have
not since been able to shake the clear thought that somehow the two are connected.

The number wasn’t real. After the two detectives left my house that night after
interviewing me, I sat in the shadows at my kitchen table for a good while and
somehow, out of the mess of everything, I was saying the number again and again to
myself, quietly, like a mantra. It still didn’t seem real. I would have had trouble coming
to terms with it I think even if the terrible events of that week had not happened. I
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couldn’t face the new reality this vast, impossible number presented to me, namely that
within a couple of months the Shop would no longer exist. It was a small consolation
indeed that it meant I had no longer had to engage in venal conversation with that awful
man from the real estate office, Julian Whateverhisnamewas. Lord help me, may I never
hear his voice again. The sharp truth of the fact of the sale, of the ridiculous number,
was so difficult for me that I kept it from people for nearly a month. It certainly didn’t
seem right to be letting anyone know in the wake of what happened on the beach that
day, or to poor Albie a week later. It was why I had lied to Belinda that morning. I
simply didn’t know how to tell people. It was utterly new territory for me, well out of
my comfort zone. I had entertained the stark and painful realisation that, really, there
might never be a really good time.
You must realise that I have some distance, actual and emotional, from these
events now. There are things that I have struggled to forget. Please bear with me. I was
very reluctant to revisit all of this, very reluctant indeed, but what brings me to the page
is the belief that perhaps no harm can come from it now. I remember Father Doole
intoning something from the Bible (I think) during Maria’s memorial service on the
beach: The sorrows of the world shall come unto me, and I shall bear them for the grace
of all. I may have mentioned that I was never really a religious person but I recognise
the humility of that phrase and how simply beautiful and poetic it is. And of course, it’s
me—the sorrows of the world had been walking through the door of the Shop for
decades, and I had borne them.
I had hoped, when I first made the impossibly difficult decision to sell, that I
could convince someone local to take it over—that someone could still run the business.
It wasn’t spectacular by any means, and wasn’t getting more spectacular as the years
passed, not with larger outlets only ten minutes up the road at St Helens, with more
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stock than I was prepared to keep. Not with their generous offers of credit and home
delivery and other things that I simply couldn’t provide. (I did have a system of credit
operating for a few select customers, it certainly wasn’t available to all and sundry.) If I
had somehow been able to organise that, some sort of smooth transition from one owner
to another without a loss of trade, it would have been ideal. And ten years earlier,
perhaps even five, it might have been possible. But times had moved on, and with them
the real viability of small concerns like Werner’s little Shop. Dear man. I hoped he
would understand.
As always, on that day and every other, I felt the Shop around me, like a
costume I shrugged myself into every morning. It was everything I knew and everything
the town recognised in me. I had become its centre and part of the pain that wracked me
was imagining how people would be coming to chat of a morning with someone they
hardly knew. Of course, this was when I was still entertaining the notion that someone
would simply take the Shop over, keep it going. I could never point to the moment when
I realised that this would not happen. It was a slow horror. Years of joyful routine had
blinded me, I think now, to many things—including the value of the land the Shop was
on, its prime oceanside location, and how older properties in St Helens were being
snapped up cheaply, demolished and replaced with tidy beige townhouses occupied by
their thirtysomething owners at Christmas time and available to let for the other eleven
months of the year. That those sharks would inevitably start circling should have
occurred to me, no doubt would have had I been paying attention. But I had been
cocooned. None so blind as those who will not see, as the old saying goes. But once I
started thinking about how the time had quite possibly come to finally shed my skin, it
was all I could think about.
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I’ve probably come to the point in this recollection where I should tell you about my
visit to the police station in St Helens. To this day I do not know what possessed me.
Certainly, I was angry and I hate to sound like some pompous twit but anger simply
wasn’t something I knew what to do with. I had never known such anger before—
flashes of it, perhaps, when a customer broke something or the milk delivery was an
hour late every now and then—but not this vile, all-consuming thing, this—rage. Yes. I
was enraged.
I felt it first when I walked down to the Shop to open up and noticed that the
Police Incident Van was gone. It took a few moments to register, as if I was so
accustomed to seeing it that its absence was suddenly a feature of the coastal landscape.
Does that make sense? Never mind—it jarred with me, and as I thought about it I came
to see it as a sign that the police had given up. Every customer who came in that
morning, I asked them: Did you know the van was going? All of them shrugged. I
nearly hesitate to say this, but every shrug was a little match to the flame. People! I
wanted to scream. Wake up! Can’t you see what’s happening?
The smiles were hard to come by that morning. Everything felt strained. I was
tired all over again. The silence in the Shop between customers weighed heavily, as it
had been doing lately. I had started wondering whether the periods of silence were
becoming longer. I couldn’t tell and I wasn’t about to start timing them. It merely added
to the overall sensation that things had shifted, that somehow the earth was ever so
slightly off its axis. I know that sounds dramatic and dear Werner would be tut-tutting
around his pipe at me, at my poetic embellishment, but in those days and weeks I simply
can’t explain it any other way. The world was quieter—people were more reluctant.
Suddenly, everyone was keeping to themselves.
Just after lunch that day, I went to my handbag in the small room at the rear of
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the Shop that served as a storeroom (although it was probably intended originally as an
office). I pulled out the business card the detective had given me the night I was
interviewed, with his name and two numbers on it. I dialled the mobile number.
‘Whitaker.’
‘Ah yes, good afternoon. It’s Sally Ringholt, from the Shop.’
‘Yes.’
‘I was wondering if I could see you?’
‘Do you have some information?’
Did I? ‘Uh, yes, I think so.’
There was a pause. He appeared to be in a car or something; there was noise in
the background. I thought I could hear him talking quietly to someone else.
‘Where are you, Sally?’
I paused, and I admit to a small flash of anger at the man. Where did he think I
would be? ‘At the Shop.’
‘Listen…we’re tied up with interviews this afternoon…can we call by in the
morning?’
‘Well…if…’
‘We’ll drop by first thing. When you open.’
‘But I…’ Opened at five thirty most mornings, for the early deliveries. I didn’t
think I would see either of them then.
‘Thanks for ringing.’
He hung up on me.
I leaned against the door of the storeroom for a little while, pressing the end call
button on my clunky old phone and returning it to my handbag. My head was spinning.
What had just happened? Had he been rude to me? No one had ever hung up on me
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before. I was simply trying to—what? Why had I phoned him? What on earth was I
going to reveal? I took a deep breath and held it.
I closed the door of the storeroom and walked back through the Shop,
straightening a few things up here and there as I went. I stepped out through the fly
strips to the front of the Shop, grateful for the clean air, filling my lungs with it.
Summer was on its way, I could feel it in the dry heat of the air that early afternoon.
With summer would come the crowds, good business for the Shop, increases in public
disturbance and litter, crowds of kids and such on the beach. I looked over towards the
beach and noted again that the Incident Van wasn’t there. I felt like crying again but
Lord knows I had done enough of that lately and I steeled myself against it, willing the
urge away. I took some more deep breaths. And then I did something I have never
done—I hastily wrote out a small sign for the door of the Shop, ‘Back in 5 minutes’,
and walked to the Spindrift. I wanted to see Dave.
‘Who’s minding the Shop?’ he asked when he saw me, clearly taken aback.
‘There’s a sign,’ I said. ‘I won’t be long.’
‘Drink?’
‘Lemonade please.’
He poured it out of that hand-held thing with the buttons on it so I didn’t think it
would be very nice but I took it anyway. He wouldn’t accept any money for it, bless
him. I sipped it and actually it wasn’t bad, but I gave it back to him. ‘Some ice, please.’
Dave scooped some out of a tray with his hand and dropped it in, spilling a
couple of glittery cubes on the bar. He flicked them off into a small sink set into the bar
in front of him.
‘Aren’t you supposed to wear gloves?’
‘Nope. Clean hands are actually more, what’s the word, hygienic.’
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‘Who told you that nonsense?’
‘Belinda, actually.’ Well, I had to reason: she was a nurse. Dave was looking at
me strangely. ‘So…’ I guessed that the rest of his query was, What are you doing here
in the middle of the day?
I took a deep breath, and I told him.
‘You’ll need something stronger than a lemonade then, Love,’ he said. Dear
man.

I was filling the shelves that morning, tidying and fussing, when she walked in, directly
off the bus from the City. It always pulled up in front of the Spindrift and so on most
mornings I paid it no attention other than the small flood of people it usually directed
into the Shop. Grandfather Werner had always prided himself on the Shop looking
spotless, so cleaning and tidying up and lining up the stock on the shelves was an
endless task. The routine of it, the habit of it, was also comforting, especially on a day
when I was still reeling from the news of that number, four hundred and ninety
thousand, delivered with relish by that horrid little man on the other end of the phone. I
was disbelieving that the matter had been settled. I simply didn’t dare think about—it
wasn’t real, could not have been real. I kept myself busy. For some reason I was
arranging boxes of teabags by colour rather than brand when I heard the buzzer
announce that someone had entered the Shop. I looked up. The young girl was removing
a backpack from her shoulders and leaning it against the counter. Her long hair was
fanned over her shoulders, kept off her face by a thick band of fabric, and I noticed the
edge of a tattoo disappearing from behind her ear down into the neck of her loose cotton
shirt. Her nose was pierced. Once she had set the backpack down she stretched her arms
straight above her head, arching her back like a cat. The gesture pulled her shirt above
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the waist of her jeans, revealing a tanned lower back and part of another tattoo, or
perhaps the end of the same one. What Grandfather would have made of her, I can only
surmise. He would have tutted those heavy teeth of his, no doubt. The girl looked
around, taking in the interior of the Shop, and then she noticed me.
‘Oh,’ she said.
I smiled in reply. ‘Can I help you?’
She also smiled. Beautiful white teeth, I noticed. She might just have been
twenty years old, and of course it turned out I was on the money there—decades of
watching people come and go makes you pretty astute in that department, I suppose.
Not that it matters; not much of a life skill, is it?
‘I was wondering that you might have some sandwiches?’ She clasped her hands
in front of her stomach. There was a distinct accent—thin vowels and rolled r’s—and
although I didn’t think it was German, I could hear Werner again, uttering something
around the stem of his pipe. Ach, kind.
‘I normally make some to sell for lunch,’ I said, leaving the teabags where they
were and having a look at my watch. ‘It’s a bit early but I’ll put one together for you
now if you like.’
‘If it is not any trouble, that would be so kind. Thank you.’
‘No trouble at all, love.’ I wiped my hands on a towel under the bench that ran
along back wall of the Shop. ‘What would you like? I have ham, cheese, lettuce,
tomato—or there’s some cold chicken?’
‘Scusi?’
Italian, I realised. Very exotic in this little corner of the world.
‘Would you like some ham, or…’
‘No, no meat, thank you.’
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‘In town for long?’
She leaned against the counter next to her backpack. ‘I have not really thought
about for how long. I’m catching up with someone…’ She appeared to catch herself
saying something. She took a bite, chewed politely and swallowed. ‘I might not be here
for very long.’
I handed her the sandwich and turned away, letting her eat. How many times had
I wiped down this bench, left it spotless—not, really, that it ever got all that messy.
Thousands of times: several times a day, six days a week (the Shop had never opened
on a Sunday) for just over thirty-five years—more than that, actually, because I also
used to do it to help Grandfather while he still worked in the Shop, helping him out
when school was finished for the day and then later when he became too old. The last
year of his life was spent perched on the stool behind the counter, pipe ever present,
talking to people as they came and went. I did everything else, learned the trade, placed
orders, managed stock, opened and closed the Shop, cleaned, tidied, always dusting and
straightening up. Happiness comes from the joy of routine. He sat on his stool and got
older every day, looking out across the highway towards the sand.
‘…Maria.’
‘I’m sorry, I was daydreaming.’
‘My name is Maria.’ She held out her hand and I shook it politely. ‘And thank
you so much for the sandwich. It was exactly needed.’ She squatted down to rummage
in one of the side pockets of the backpack. ‘How much do I give you for it?’
‘On the house.’
‘The house?’
‘No charge, Love. My little welcome gesture.’
‘That is so kind of you.’ She stood up again, genuinely touched. ‘Thank you.’
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A shadow appeared in the doorway and the loud tuneless note of the buzzer
sounded. Albie Dodd appeared, and behind him I could see Bessie, who settled herself
in the sun on the warm concrete outside the Shop. That dog must have been as old as he
was.
‘Mornin Sally,’ he said, shuffling down one of the aisles. He didn’t glance at
Maria, as far as I can recall.
‘Morning Albie.’
Albie’s newspaper—that’s how I knew it was Friday, I often joked with him—
was under the counter and I collected it for him. He only came in for one twice a week.
He re-appeared from the depths of the Shop with a carton of milk and a few other
things. I placed them in a bag for him, with his newspaper.
It was then that he noticed Maria, offering a polite ‘Excuse me, Darl’ as he
shuffled past her and the buzzer let him out into the mid-morning sunlight. ‘Come on,
Bess Girl,’ he said, as the old dog launched herself onto her feet and trundled away after
him.
‘I hope I’m as spry as that old coot when I’m his age,’ I said to Maria. She
nodded. She was watching him go, too.
‘What a beautiful dog,’ she said.

The handwritten sign I’d hastily made up the day Maria died was getting a good
workout: ‘Closed early, with apologies. Normal hours tomorrow.’ I could still feel the
light traces of the gimmick Dave had poured me around the edges of my vision and it
occurred to me that in normal circumstances I should not have been getting behind the
wheel of a car. However. I wasn’t going to sit around and wait for Detective Whitaker
to get back to me, to drop in on his way to somewhere else, to pat me on the hand and
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tell me everything would be okay. I couldn’t bear the thought. So, I was going to them,
and I wanted some answers.
The ten-minute drive up to St Helens passed like a ghost. It’s a lovely drive on
most days, the road winding out from behind the dunes into the light bush of the
hinterland, rising and then falling towards the bay. I paid it no attention. I cannot, now,
fathom the source of my anger that afternoon. It seemed, it really did, to come out of
nowhere, growing out of the simple observation that the Police Incident Van had gone
and with it the realisation that nothing had happened. Nothing had been done—no one
had been arrested. I suppose I thought that Maria was it risk of being forgotten, that was
my fear. It was irrational I see now, just a silly old woman jumping to conclusions and
barking at shadows. It did not occur to me that day that, for example, the police van
might simply have been required elsewhere. It did not occur to me that, instead of being
scaled back, the police investigation might actually have been ramping up, behind the
scenes as it were. And while I am embarrassed now by my foolishness, I think really
that it was just another element of the grieving process. Another stone in the wall of my
loss.
The police station in St Helens is a squat brick building, boring beige, sitting at
the southern end of the town’s main street like some sort of bunker. I couldn’t ever
recall having been there before. As I nestled my little car into a parking space just down
the street, I noticed Belinda’s car parked in one of the Visitor spaces next to the station.
I turned my engine off, didn’t bother locking—I desperately hoped that some things
would never change—and walked up to the front door. I remember pausing with my
hand on the handle, wondering exactly what it was that I was about to do. I knew, of
course—but, ever so briefly, I questioned myself. Of course I could have walked back
to my car at that point, no one would have been any the wiser, I could just keep on,
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mind my own business. Only Dave would have known of my stupidity. I didn’t do any
of those things, though: I opened the police station door. Wer nicht wägt der nicht
gewinnt, dear Werner would have said. If you don’t weigh, you don’t win.
The air had a leathery smell, I recall, as though someone had been polishing
shoes. The little foyer into which I’d stepped looked faded and shabby; pale lino, a
couple of vinyl-covered chairs, a very sick-looking pot plant on a low table next to
them. The vinyl of the chairs was bright orange, jarring in the otherwise muted colour
scheme of the room. There was a notice board above the chairs with some faded notices
about drinking responsibly and vehicle registration and a couple of posters for missing
persons, both of whom looked like they wanted to stay missing. There was a counter in
front of me with a sliding glass window, half open. I couldn’t see or hear anyone.
I stepped up to it. ‘Hello?’
Nothing. I knocked carefully on the glass and called out again. ‘Anyone there?’
Finally, a shadow flickered beyond a door in a wall on the other side of the
office behind the counter. Sergeant Reardon appeared, looking like he had not slept.
‘Sally. How are you?’
‘Fine, thank you. Nice holiday?’
‘Not long enough. Never are, eh?’
‘No.’ He looked at me.
‘What brings you here?’
‘Is Detective Whitaker around?’
‘Not just at the moment, Darlin, sorry. He and McCoy are conducting an
interview. I spoke to him earlier. He said he was caught up with interviews…’
The Sergeant looked at me—in a manner that suggested, I think, that he was
unsure how much he should say. ‘Something’s come up.’
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This was unexpected. I placed my hands, palm down, on the counter. Took a
breath.
‘Can I help you with something?’ the Sergeant asked me.
Could he? I took another breath. That gin, still buzzing around. Such a fool.
‘I want…to report. Someone.’
‘Report someone?’
‘Yes.’
‘Okay…’ He waved an arm towards the door at the end of the counter. ‘Come
through, Sally. Take a seat. Can I get you a cuppa?’
‘No, thank you.’ I was happy for the offer of a seat though. I collapsed into it,
more than anything. He pulled a chair out from a nearby desk and sat next to me.
‘So, what’s on your mind?’
The leathery smell was particularly concentrated around the Sergeant, I noticed.
It might have been his aftershave.
‘The young man of Parsons. Phillip. The one known as…’
‘Parrot, yes.’
Deep breath in. I looked at my lap. ‘He did it.’
‘Did what, Sally?’
I stumbled over this question in my head. What did he think I was talking about?
How could the man be so stupid? But of course, he wasn’t the one.
‘Maria.’
The Sergeant sat back in his chair. ‘The girl on the beach.’
‘Yes.’ I straightened myself up in my chair, squared my shoulders a bit. I looked
the Sergeant in the eye for the first time, and I am cringing as I recall this, I can tell you.
I would give anything to have those moments back and dispose of them forever. ‘I think
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he’s the one who did it.’
Sergeant Reardon said nothing for a while. I don’t think I could read his face—I
had known him for a long time. He was the longest serving police officer on the Coast
at that time and although he didn’t get down to Beaumaris all that much, I had served
him in the Shop occasionally. He had the odd drink at the Spindrift although the
Bayview in St Helens was his preferred haunt. He often came down to fish off the
beach. I suppose I caught myself thinking in that moment, watching him, how you can
know someone and not really know them—or perhaps it was simply that I had never
had much to do with the Sergeant professionally. I had rarely seen him in his uniform
before that week. So there was a strangeness in the look on his face that afternoon. As if
he was having the same thoughts about me. It was a long time, too long, before he said
anything.
‘Why do you think it was him?’
‘I don’t—I can’t be sure.’
‘Did you see him that morning?’
‘No.’
‘Have you heard him talking about it?’
‘No.’
‘Do you know whether he’d met Maria prior to that day?’
‘No.’
‘Then—I’m sorry, Sally, I have to ask—why do you think it was him?’
‘You know the boy as well as I do. You know what he’s like. One drink and his
fists are up.’
‘Of course he’s been in plenty of fights, but—’
‘With Dan the other night. At the Spindrift. He was her…’
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‘Boyfriend, I know.’
‘He was bragging about her! Dan said so.’
‘Regarding what happened to Maria, that doesn’t mean much, I’m afraid.’
‘He used to come into the Shop on Tuesdays. That morning, he didn’t.’
The Sergeant took one of my hands in his. He patted it. At first I wished he
hadn’t, but it was strangely comforting.
‘Sally, listen. If you don’t have any evidence that directly links young Parsons to
what happened, there’s not much we can do.’
‘He wasn’t around at all for a couple of days! He—’
‘Sally.’
‘—turned up at the pub that afternoon, though, as if he—’
‘Sally.’ His voice was calm although it was slightly louder this time, to
command my silence I suppose. I could tell, especially when I think about it now, that
he felt sorry for me.
‘It wasn’t him,’ he said.
‘How do you know?’ I was startled by the vehemence in my voice.
‘Because Parrot Parsons spent the night before the murder in the holding cells at
the Launceston police lockup. He was taken in for being drunk and disorderly and he
assaulted a couple of the constables who were putting him in the divvy van. He’s
scheduled to appear in court over it next week. But he wasn’t released on bail until
about 11.30am on the morning Maria died.’
He patted my hand again. I withdrew it from him and sat there, in the small,
stuffy office. He’d have made it back to the Coast in time to be at the pub that
afternoon; Dave had said he’d turned up. In time to watch all the goings-on at the beach.
I sat there.

250

‘I’m sorry,’ Sergeant Reardon said.
‘Thank you for your time.’ My voice had lost everything and my breath had
stilled within my body. I will never forget the sensation of being kept in place in the
chair I was sitting in by the weight of the air in the room, by its faded scents. Nothing
seemed to fit together in my mind anymore and perhaps, dimly, that was when I thought
that I would like to do this—to ask people to write down what happened for them in that
week, how it was for them. I could keep a sort of collective memory—I don’t know why
it seemed important at the time, but somehow it did. Perhaps it would be a way for all
the pieces to fit together. Perhaps it would be a way that we could understand something
for which there was no understanding. I was muddled as I sat there, pinned, and I don’t
know how it was before I thought I could try to move, to stand, to walk to the door, to
go outside, to breathe, to get in my car, to drive. Let me help you up, the Sergeant said,
and then he was next to me, a hand on my elbow. I leaned my weight forward in the
chair and pushed against my feet. The chair scraped backwards slightly on the linoleum
floor and the sound was rude in the small room, in the dense unbreathable air. It echoed.
But I was upright, leaning slightly against the Sergeant, breathing in somehow,
standing. Thank you I said to him, I will be fine now. His hand dropped away from my
elbow. I think my eyes were closed and I wanted everything to be slow, to fit in, to
make sense—a grieving mother swathed in black, a stolen kiss between two teenaged
boys, the cruel death of a child, an acceptance of one’s father, decisions to let go and be
brave and move on and make connection: there were so many unshaped pieces. The
afternoon was just so heavy.
And I turned around and there you were, beautiful girl, standing in the doorway
of the police station. You were smiling at me and just for a tiny moment, the sharpest
flint of a bright happy second that came and then was gone again, you were safe.
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Chapter One
In Which I Vanish
Theoretical Context of Curated Fiction
This thesis will define the concepts and practice of a narrative framework I term Curated
Fiction. This framework constitutes a polyphonous narrative act governed by orality; it
comprises multiple homodiegetic voices which are ordered and/or privileged
hierarchically by a curatorial character within the storyworld in order to create a coherent
narrative. It implies or invites clear authorial distance from the work, thereby establishing
the illusion of a hermetically sealed storyworld. Since such an approach establishes and
maintains the illusion of authorial absence, it manifests a strong sense of verisimilitude
in the narrations, which in turn objectifies the act of fictional composition: the narrations
included are apparently not the result of an authorial act. For the purposes of this thesis,
the concept of authorial absence, and concomitantly the aesthetic positioning of the role
of ‘author’, is derived from Jean-Paul Sartre’s contention that the author must not be seen
to exist, explicated further below (p258). The role of the author in Curated Fiction is
replaced to a substantial degree by that of the curator.
This thesis will explicate four elements of narrative construction employed in
establishing this illusion and enacting Curated Fiction. It will examine how each focal
point activates tension through the engagement of the reader with the storyworld. The
four elements are:
•

Authorial absence: the relation of events in the storyworld by participants
in (or observers of) those events, rather than an omniscient external
narrator.

•

Unreliable Narration: narration in which events, or perceptions of them,
differ from understanding or perception of the same events developed by
the reader.

•

Orality: narration based on verbal rather than written ones, and the
qualities thereof.

•

Second-person secondary address: an address function of narrative in
which events and commentary on them is directed to an individual entity,
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within or outside the storyworld, identified as ‘You’. (Hereafter referred
to as ‘you-narration’.)

These elements will be contextualised in this chapter, all drawn from widely
accepted narrative principles. Reconceptualising them as singular narrative practice
(Curated Fiction) generates opportunities for complicating the narrative act, grounding
that act in homodiegetic orality and absenting a singular omniscient narrator from the
work. For the purposes of this thesis, homodiegetic orality is defined as the first-person
narration of events by a character centrally involved in or observant of those events,
utilising any or all oral/textual features distinctive of that character’s voice. Orality itself
will be further defined and discussed later in this chapter.
At a functional level, Curated Fiction is the collection of multiple homodiegetic
accounts of the events constituting the manuscript’s storyline. These accounts have
ostensibly been ‘commissioned’ by one of the characters involved in those events, who
has the role of Curator for this purpose; the Curator orders and edits the accounts,
presenting them to the reader in such a way that creates the illusion of a comprehensive
and balanced overall narration. As events proceed and accounts develop individual arcs
for the characters providing them, biases and preferences may emerge so that the veracity
of what is being related to the reader may be questioned—opening up a conversation
addressing the function of truth in storytelling and the quality of trust that can be instituted
in the teller/s of the story.
As exemplars, this thesis will analyse how three novels (Waterland and Last
Orders by Graham Swift, and As I Lay Dying by William Faulkner) have instituted some
or all of the four elements in ways that represent Curated Fiction. These novels were
chosen because of their narrative multiplicity: Waterland employs a single narrating
character who exhibits a variety of textual voices, while the other two offer discrete
multiple narrators: seven in Last Orders and sixteen in As I Lay Dying. I will then
synthesise my reading of each novel with relevant theory to analyse the development of
my novel manuscript The Sand, correlating Curated Fiction with broader concepts or
techniques including multiple first-person narration and the propensity of Curated Fiction
to institute concepts of text-as-trauma, authorial absence and ambiguity. The
commonality shared by the exemplar novels is Curated Fiction: each employs a character
or characters within the storyworld to offer specific and particular accounts to the reader,
with varying degrees of authorial absence.
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This introduction maps the theoretical terrain against which the following chapters
of the thesis will be explored. Specifically, I provide explanations relating to authorial
trust (Eco 1994), unreliable narration and objective authorship (Booth 1983), orality
(Kacandes 2001), some brief contextual discussion on ambiguity (Brooks 2010) and the
Bakhtinian notions of utterance and polyphony (Renfrew 2015; Emerson 1997).
Explications of these concepts will not be rendered in intricate detail in this introduction;
where appropriate during the relevant subsequent chapters, the concepts and ideas
sketched below will be expanded upon through the prism of their practical application.

Curated Fiction, Unreliable Truth and the Invisible Author
In Six Walks in the Fictional Woods (1994), Umberto Eco argues that notions of the
acceptance of truth in a fictional world compared to the actual world might be inverted.
Eco states that “we read novels because they give us the comfortable notion of living in
a world where the notion of truth is indisputable, while the actual world seems to be a
more treacherous place” (1994, 91). This thesis contends that Curated Fiction displaces
such a notion—that a fictional world can be equally unreliable with regard to
manifestations of truth. As a consequence, the reader may navigate the various accounts
and internally curated narratives of the fictional world to determine their own
understanding of what is narrated.
There must be clear correlation between curated accounts and the much broader
principle of unreliable narration. Narration may be unreliable, according to Wayne Booth
in The Rhetoric of Fiction, because the narrator “believes himself to have qualities that
the author has denied him” (1983, 159). In this way, the narrator is a narrative device,
creating a smaller or larger narrative distance between author and reader dependent on
the extent or purpose of the unreliability. Such unreliability is explicit, however, and
activates the reader in engaging directly with forming an acceptance of the truth or
otherwise of events that are narrated. Narrative unreliability in the context of Curated
Fiction is implicit, and this is because the “flesh-and-blood person” (Booth 2005, 76) who
is the author is removed from the narrative act through use of a character as Curator—by
whom major decisions regarding what is related, by whom and when, are made. This
complicates the narrative act by creating layers of narration: an account may be rendered
unreliable by faulty memory, by trauma, by the simple passing of time—or by the more
sinister manipulation of received material by the Curator. In other words, instead of a
singular point of view through which actions or events of a novel are presented to the
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reader, Curated Fiction presents several; and even within individual points of view, there
may be layers of perception, insight or clarity. This requires readers to engage with the
narrative at the level of choice—regarding but not limited to which account is more
reliable than another, or even within individual accounts which information is reliable,
and which is fanciful or digressive.
We can extend this understanding into a conception of what I term the objective
author-self, an entity illustrated by Booth. Understanding authorial objectivity is premised
firstly on Booth’s admission that “though the author can to some extent choose his
disguises, he can never choose to disappear” (1983, 20). What is preferable in discursive
terms, and what Curated Fiction strives to enact, is an illusion of disappearance—ideally,
as thorough an illusion as possible. Booth cites Jean-Paul Sartre, imparting fixed views
on how far that illusion might be taken: “It is not enough … than an author avoid
omniscient commentary altogether … [or] that he is sitting silently behind the scenes …
He must give the illusion that he does not exist” (1983, 50). Curated Fiction enacts such
an illusion by its very construction: the narrated accounts presented are not the work of
an author, but have been commissioned, collated and edited by one of the characters (Sally
Ringholt, in the case of The Sand). This might render the narrative project of my
manuscript similar to a documentary: the words constituting the novel are the words of
selected people who lived through and observed the experiences and events depicted.
They have not been bestowed on those people by an unknown omniscient authorial being:
in other words, to the characters of The Sand and its readers, Cameron Hindrum does not
exist.
This establishes ethical parameters which inform an engagement with Curated
Fiction. If the central events related via this framework are purported to be true, the extent
to which truth is manipulated through the relation of events from multiple sources must
be examined. This may occur against the degree of trust placed in either the flesh-andblood person or the curating character to provide reliable accounts, proposed by Eco who
defines fiction as a world that “we have to take as it is, on trust” (Eco 1994, 89). While
this may be true for the vast majority of centrally or singularly narrated fictional work, it
must be read as a fairly significant generalisation when considered in the context of
Curated Fiction, where placement of trust may shift as an active part of the reading
process. Curated Fiction also invites correlation between the level of trust enacted by the
reader and the degree of authorial exclusion exhibited by the flesh-and-blood person. One
such example of this is offered by the proposition that a reader is less likely to trust events
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related to them by someone named Cameron Hindrum, who they do not know, than by a
character named Sally Ringholt, with whom they form a relationship as the events of The
Sand are revealed. The ‘shift’ of trust will occur in accordance with the development of
that relationship and the extent to which the relationship is a reliable one.
Decades of narratological thought have occupied the relationship between
narrator and the narrated, between omniscience and subjectivity, between intrusion and
detachment in the composition of a written sequence of events; often, somewhat
simplistically, this has boiled down to dichotomous debate regarding mimesis or diegesis,
in layman’s terms ‘showing or telling’. With regard to arguing that Curated Fiction
creates an illusion of authorial absence, Gerard Genette declares that “no narrative can
‘show’ or ‘imitate’ the story it tells … it can tell it in a manner which is detailed, precise,
‘alive’, and in that way give more or less the illusion of mimesis—which is the only
narrative mimesis, for this single and sufficient reason: that narration, oral or written, is a
fact of language, and language signifies with imitating” (Genette 1980, 164). My
contention is that this illusion activates authorial absence in a work of Curated Fiction,
and in turn that such absence establishes veracity and integrity as core components of the
storyworld. In addition, first-person narration, of the kind employed in The Sand and in
all of the novels subject to analysis for this thesis, is predicated on ‘telling as showing’ in
that subjective points of view directly relate a version of events, with any and all
compilation of those events occurring within the storyworld. The reception and
comprehension of what is narrated is unique to those who narrate it, not mediated by an
omniscient ‘authorial’ source; the central organising force of these narratives is curatorial,
not authorial. This begins to deliver us into the realm of orality, enacting the role of
spoken language in narrative, which I define further later in this introduction.
Booth’s definition of the implied author also draws on the notion of ‘the second
self’, espoused by Kathleen Tillotson. Broadly, this notion contends that the author of a
book is not the person who wrote the book but a devised version of that person’s self:
“the ‘narrator’ … is a method rather than a person; indeed, the ‘narrator’ is never the
author as man …” (Tillotson 1980, 22). Tillotson also notes: “When the critic objects that
an author’s voice ‘destroys the illusion’, it is surely dramatic rather than narrative illusion
that he has in mind; in narrative illusion, the teller has a rightful place [emphasis added]”
(11). Curated Fiction respects this assertion by privileging the teller (or tellers). This is
established again by the deliberate placement of authorial awareness entirely within the
storyworld (to the exclusion of a recognised author, as previously discussed) and the
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conceit that only those who witnessed or directly participated in/observed the events
being narrated are permitted to narrate them. However, Tillotson’s distinction between
the narrative of events and the drama of events is significant and may hold the key to
mapping the precise role of the ‘author’ in Curated Fiction. While there should be the
illusion of absence so that the storyworld of the fiction appears self-contained and
independent of an artificial act of creation, it is tacitly understood that such an act has
indeed occurred; however, while the author may be responsible for conception of the
storyworld, the dramatic enactment and relation of events within that world are the sole
domain of the characters, without perceived influence, comment or judgement by the
author. Novels such as Graham Swift’s Last Orders are constructed thus: authorial
absence leaves characters to navigate their experiences within the story and relate them
subjectively to the reader. As the chapter focusing on Last Orders illustrates, though,
there are moments of authorial intervention, disguised and seemingly objective as they
may be; but where The Sand differs from Swift’s novel is by appointing one of its
characters as Curator—meaning that accusations of subjectivity or privilege can be
levelled at that character, reinforcing and further delineating authorial exclusion from the
storyworld.
Curated Fiction, then, operates as a ‘closed-loop’ method of narrative
construction. It relies on narrated homodiegetic accounts that have been curated:
requested or commissioned, collated, edited, and commented on by an additional
homodiegetic narrator, who is also active within the storyworld. This ostensibly blurs the
line between showing and telling, which in turn activates authorial absence and unreliable
narration. The composite intended effect of such a construction is to underscore the
entirety of the narrative project with veracity. The events that are narrated, conflicts
within and between them, and the manner in which they are presented to the reader are
intended to establish a clear sense of veracity: that these events actually happened. Such
veracity is an illusion, however, reinforced by the ultimate subjectivity of the act of
curation; the result is an interrogation of truth, trust, and the limits of perception.

Curated Fiction and Orality
Orality encompasses the degree to which narrative acts in fiction assume oral dimensions.
Such dimensions may be evident textually in the form of capturing region-specific
vernacular or idiosyncratic punctuation. This is illustrated, for example, in nearly all of
the different narrative voices that constitute William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, and to a
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lesser extent in the missing punctuation mark in the word ‘aint’ that features consistently
in the monologues of Last Orders. Irene Kacandes has labelled such works “talk fiction”,
“because they contain features that promote in readers a sense of the interaction we
associate with face-to-face conversation (‘talk’) and a sense of the contrivance of this
interaction (‘fiction’)” (TF, x). Kacandes makes the point that such a definition not only
relates to factors governing the aesthetic composition of texts, but to text–reader
interactions as well, in which the reader discerns a sense of being addressed and
encounters a work of fiction as conversation (xiii). Questions are asked here about the
line between writing and speaking as narrative acts; I can write down an account of what
happened to me yesterday, which would represent a narration of those events, or I could
ring a friend and tell them what happened, in which case the depiction of those events
might be fundamentally different. Within the context of Curated Fiction, narration is a
speech act, not a language act—not, per se, an act of literate construction, but of shaping
and sequencing events based on recall or observation from within specific and clearly
identified points of view that are not authorial.
Two specific elements of orality that are germane to the case studies and exegetic
account offered in this thesis are the rhetorical device of apostrophe and second-person
secondary address. Apostrophe is defined as the turning away from one’s usual audience
to address someone who cannot or will not respond; it establishes a ‘double-audience’
(my term) and motivates the actual reader of the text to position themselves in relation to
what is said and how it might influence their perception of speaker and context. Kacandes
states:
The content of the message being delivered is rarely as important as the
relationships created by the complicated enunciative situation. Structures of
address are mobilised not to promote a verbal reply by the specified addressee
(who, besides, may be incapable of speaking) but rather to promote an emotional
response in actual readers [emphasis added]. (xvi)
The potential use of such a technique in Curated Fiction is clear—where more traditional
methods of narration have been displaced by multiple singular points of view and the
aforementioned construct of authorial absence, opportunities to complicate the emotional
texture of provided narrative accounts deepen and enrich the integrity of the characters
and to establish them as ‘real’. Graham Swift employs this device for Amy’s last chapter
in Last Orders, which is addressed to her severely disabled daughter June. To underscore
the profound emotional context of Amy’s heartbreak at her recently deceased husband
never acknowledging June’s existence, her narration concludes abruptly mid-sentence.
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Orality therefore has a clear role to play in establishing veracity within the narrated
accounts of a work of Curated Fiction; there is no clearer method of presenting a character
for judgement in a work of fiction than in the character’s own words. Further, orality in
narration enables emotional texture: we can establish not just what is observed, but how
it felt. Significant compulsion is created in The Sand by the emerging awareness of its
characters’ inner lives and their emotional reactions either to events in the novel’s
narrative present or in their own pasts. Such emotional lives are best and most accurately
rendered through the characters’ subjective voices.
Concomitant with the prevalence of narration in the form of speech acts, then, is
the use of you-narration, which has particular value in the context of Curated Fiction as a
means of enacting empathy and instituting a sense of intimacy, if only temporarily,
between the reader and depictions of/reflections on events in the fictional world (Mildorf
2016). It has a direct correlation with notions of address and in particular, the reader must
determine who is being addressed—the narrator (if the second-person perspective is
provided from that of another character), the author, the reader or another character in the
fictional world. The Sand makes occasional use of you-narration in nearly all cases to
address the curatorial character in that work (Sally). The establishment of empathy is
possible through involvement with the reader that such narration seeks to create, as
Mildorf states: “involvement is achieved because you-narration employs direct address
and thus creates a quasi-communicational setup with real readers” (Mildorf 2016, 146).
Such involvement is essential within the context of Curated Fiction, as it will either
engage the reader with the narrative or it will help orient the reader between narrated
accounts, so that interactions, attitudes (of characters to each other) or connections
between accounts begin to coalesce. The distinction of a ‘real’ reader here is worth noting,
as it illustrates the complex communicatory system within which Curated Fiction
operates: an actual-author, a curator-author (who edits and organises, in this overarching
narrative construct), several narrators and at least two readers—one within the storyworld
(the curator-author again) and one actual, the flesh-and-blood reader of the novel. Mildorf
asserts that this form of narration “lacks overt mediation through a narrator and
exclusively offers us insight into the mind of a character instead” (146). Curated Fiction
can interrogate this claim, since some form of mediation is possible through the curatorauthor—although how much mediation and in what form (privileging, editing, omitting
or truncating accounts) is a matter to be negotiated in the reading of the novel.
The core value of you-narration is its enactment of empathy. Mildorf argues that
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“we as readers can arguably come to feel close to the character more easily, especially if
his or her disposition and experiences match our own” (146). There is innate value in
striving to connect readers with what is being experienced, encountered and felt in the
storyworld, and such narration (especially when employed as a device within the wider
narrative architecture of Curated Fiction) offers rich opportunities for such a connection
to be at once contrived, celebrated and complicated.

Curated Fiction, Polyphony and Ambiguity
A clear connection that is enabled by the narrative aesthetic of Curated Fiction is between
‘homodiegesis’ (in its multiple incarnations within Curated Fiction) and Mikhail
Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony (Emerson 1997; Renfrew 2015). In the context of
Bakhtin’s vast contributions to literary theory, polyphony has become a central landmark.
The word itself originates semantically in music, describing the presence of many voices
in a choral work, for example; however, some misinterpretation of the term has evolved,
since Bakhtin conceived it not merely to relate to voices but ideas. The obverse position
is monologism—that is, the entirety of a work of fiction emanating from a single, unified
author-consciousness (Renfrew 2015, 77). Renfrew states that in “monological literature
of any kind … the author is the sovereign subject of discourse, while his or her characters
are merely objects of that discourse” (77). Polyphony, then, rather than releasing
characters from the singularity of an omniscient authorial voice, releases them from the
authority of that voice and any thematic, metaphorical or symbolic constraints it might
impose—in other words, it sets them ideologically free. For Bakhtin, the polyphonic
novel
is constructed not as the whole of a single consciousness, absorbing other
consciousnesses as objects into itself, but as a whole formed by the interaction of
several consciousnesses, none of which entirely becomes an object for the other
(Bakhtin 2013, 18)
From the work of Fyodor Dostoevsky, Bakhtin draws the notion that a novel free of the
constraints of plot cites character as ‘idea-hero’, “an idea that uses the hero as its carrier
in order to realise its potential as an idea in the world” (Emerson 1997, 127). One reading
of such a sentiment is that Curated Fiction might enact character-driven rather than plotdriven narratives; certainly, in two of the exemplar novels interrogated for this thesis,
namely Last Orders and As I Lay Dying, plot is subservient to the development and
exposition of character. In turn, this drives a fundamental sense of reader engagement,
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according to Caryl Emerson: “once a dialogue of ideas … becomes the common
denominator between author, hero and reader … readers can participate actively—which
is to say, non-vicariously, on an equal plane—in the narrative” (128). Just as a reader
might be positioned to evolve a trust-response in one or more of the narrators of Curated
Fiction, the reader might also connect more deeply with ideas exposed by the execution
of an approach governed by Curated Fiction to relating the events of the novel. This
creates rich opportunities for immersion: the reader is within the story, navigating
empathies and locating themselves within the narrative, emotional and interactional
terrain that the storyworld affords them.
It stands to reason that this degree of multiplicity, derived from multiple narrative
voices and conflicting/complementary ideas emerging through a polyphonic narrative
texture, foregrounds and may even necessitate the presence of ambiguity. David Brooks
posits ambiguity as “close reading … concerned to find what is there rather than what we
wish to find there, aware at the same time that nothing is there – can be there – without
us” (Brooks 2010, 2). In this way, if we position the act of reading as a search for narrative
and/or emotional truth—represented, for example, by a satisfactory sense of resolution to
a story (narrative truth) or the lovers overcoming obstacles to find happiness in each
other’s arms (emotional truth), understanding that the two typically occur
simultaneously—then truth, according to Brooks, “might come in this way to be seen as
a process, rather than something abstracted from process” (3). This allows me to connect
concepts of ambiguity with Bakhtinian notions of polyphony. If Bakhtin suggests that
polyphony has the potential to lift the novel off the page and allow the creation of fiction
to assume dimensions of integration at the level of character and speech, then ambiguity
becomes prevalent as a component of the immersive world called into being as a result.
Brooks argues that:
Every text invokes the world … is synechdochic of it … in the sense that every
text, opened by the kind of reading that close reading brings to it, serves as a
window onto something else, something greater, beyond it … Texts may be made
of the same basic fabric, language, but they are made of many other fabrics as well
– or rather, language, as language, is not the only fibre woven through them. (4)
Narrative that is conceived and composed in this way will be cast in dimensions of
breadth, across a narrative of events, and depth, into narratives of character; consequently,
it will question the authority of textual resolution and instead celebrate individual
characters’ encounters with moments of action and response. It will position the reader
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within the storyworld, and it will eschew authorial omniscience in favour of intimate
subjectivity.
One might suggest that literature must be reclaimed for the people it celebrates:
ordinary characters, drawn from life but aesthetically above it, confronted with the messy
business of living. Curated Fiction is their vehicle, their means of inhabiting a world in
which some semblance of control and response is returned to them, ostensibly without
authorial imprimatur: a world in which, provocatively, they operate within the illusion of
having some influence over what defines them, and how they respond to it.

In Which I Vanish
To summarise, I argue that Curated Fiction is an overarching narrative methodology,
composed of multiple homodiegetic narrations that are curated (commissioned, collated,
edited and where necessary commented on) by a character who also exists within the
storyworld. The illusion created using this methodology is one of authorial absence,
which engages the reader by instituting the need for empathy and decision-making
regarding trust and truth. Since the narrations draw on orality, the notion of spoken text
captured authentically, narrations will to varying degrees be as revealing about the
narrators as they are about their narrations, with the through-line of combined accounts
representing a polyphonous assembly of different voices who respond to central important
events in contradictory ways—contradictory in terms of what is narrated as well as with
regard to emotional consequences. My arguments for using this methodology and its
features will be drawn from analysis of three contemporary texts.
In Chapter Two, I begin with a variation on the theme through a reading of
Graham Swift’s novel Waterland. Although it uses a single narrator, this novel is
nevertheless vastly polyphonous and provides considerable variations of narrative voice;
for these reasons, it can be regarded as Curated Fiction. It makes clear use of orality to
position its narrator’s emotional context within several events that are related and utilises
clear fictional techniques such as delaying the reader. The narrative project of this novel
is so tightly inflected with Tom Crick’s need for emotional honesty regarding his own
past that at the point where it reaches apotheosis—the suicide of his intellectually disabled
brother, Dick—the narrative is terminated, providing a moment of confluence for my
discussion of the intersection between orality and authorial absence.
In Chapter Three, I interrogate a later novel by Graham Swift, Last Orders. This
novel is closer to my definition of Curated Fiction, featuring seven multiple homodiegetic
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narrations. Authorial absence, ambiguity and veracity can be analysed as narrative threads
in this novel and I will use two clear examples as case studies to offer such an analysis:
Amy’s final chapter, and the chapter narrated post-mortem by Jack Dodds.
In Chapter Four I argue that William Faulkner’s narrative textures in As I Lay
Dying complicate perceptions of character, narrative arcs, and reader engagement.
Making distinct use of orality, Faulkner has endeavoured to remove his authorial presence
from the narrative yet he includes a chapter narrated from the point of view of a deceased
character, Addie Bundren; in another character, Darl, he manifests the power of
omniscience, while yet another, Vardaman, is imbued with a deceptive subjectivity. In
making such aesthetic decisions Faulkner forges new ground in narrative methodology.
This novel forms the closest alliance with Curated Fiction as I define it.
In the final chapter I offer detailed analysis of key narrative moments in my novel
The Sand, to synthesise the aforementioned theories and concepts of fiction into a unified
holistic case study of the methodology of Curated Fiction as defined in this thesis. I will
consider specific character accounts, orality, polyphony and the rhetorical function of
apostrophe (Kacandes 2001) as specific means in instituting Curated Fiction in the
practice of crafting a long-form work of fiction that is governed explicitly by authorial
absence.
These analyses will position Curated Fiction as a tangible, sustainable, emphatic,
and compelling methodology for the composition of fiction. It speaks to the very heart of
fiction’s role in broader artistic endeavour, to allow vicarious pleasure in sharing the lives
and experiences of others, to find relatability with characters and experiences that may
inform our own understanding of people or experiences, engaging with a series of events,
experiences or situations from a perspective (or variety of perspectives) that is very
different from our own. In so doing, the elemental nature of truth may be interrogated. In
reading as in life, we may be required to consider who it is we choose to trust in relating
experiences to us. I don’t posit that this is anything new with regard to the act, the process,
the composition or the joy of reading or writing—but I will argue that utilising Curated
Fiction, drawing on its features, provides a compelling and provocative means of crafting
such fiction.
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Chapter Two
Of Ghosts and Things: Waterland as a Narrative Black Hole
Context: The Novel
Waterland is Graham Swift’s third novel, published in 1983. It is important to note that
it varies from my definition of Curated Fiction in one significant respect, which is that it
features a single narrator, Tom Crick; however, there are distinct variations in narrative
voice throughout the novel so that its overall narrative texture is dynamic. There is clear
synthesis between this texture and broader emotional purpose: over the course of the
novel, these two forces become so tightly interdependent that as soon as a moment of
clear emotional catharsis is reached, the novel concludes; as I will argue, the narrative
architecture of the novel collapses upon itself. This will afford an analysis of authorial
absence in the novel.
Waterland is a novel of vast scope and narrative complexity, and Swift himself
has noted its publication “marked a watershed in my career” (W, v). Significantly, Swift
also identifies the new creative energy that seemed to pervade the writing of the novel—
“it was ‘bigger’, more ambitious than anything I’d previously attempted … I felt I could
do and get away with anything” (v).
The novel’s narrator is a history teacher named Tom Crick. The premise binding
the various threads of the novel together is that he terminates his planned lesson in class
one day, and begins telling his students about his own past: his childhood as the son of a
lock-keeper on the River Leem, his adolescent flirtations and sexual fumblings, his
brother Dick who has what would now be identified as a profound learning disability, and
the discovery one day of a body floating in the lock by his house. Simultaneously,
Waterland addresses the narrative of histories and is a historical narrative which also
navigates the personal; the novel explores, interrogates, deconstructs and reconstructs
Tom Crick’s sense of self. His delivery of personal stories to his students, which lends
the novel its binding quality of orality, is initially motivated by the actions of his wife
Mary, who has attempted to abduct a child from a supermarket. As teenagers, Tom and
Mary were lovers; as husband and wife in adulthood, they are childless as the
consequence of an abortion Mary endured during her adolescence. The narrative threads
of the novel dart off in many directions: the generational history of both of Tom’s parents,
the history of the Norfolk Fens where much of the novel is set, Tom’s adolescence, the
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death of Freddie Parr and its cause and consequences, and so on. Much of Tom Crick’s
preoccupation is with a former student named Price, who provides the starkly ironic
counterpoint to much of the book’s narrative and thematic action with his claim that
history “has got to the point where it’s probably about to end” (W, 14). Despite this
multiplicity, the novel retains masterful cohesion—one conjures the idea of Swift as
conductor, calling on the various symphonic sections of his craft at appropriate moments
and synthesising them.
I will analyse key scenes from the novel in this chapter in order to illustrate its
adherence with the principles of Curated Fiction. The broad principles I will explore are
the nexus between orality and trauma (Kacandes 2001); the nexus between orality and
authorial absence, specifically the notion of how direct address displaces omniscience and
limits narrative distance (Booth 1983); and broader concepts of ambiguity in fiction as
well as Bakhtinian notions of polyphony and utterance.
Story as Redemption in Waterland
The intricate but immoveable narrative architecture of Waterland has, as its foundation,
a series of apparently contradictory notions which establish some Bakhtinian parameters
for the framing and exposition of the novel’s story (Champion 2003). A close study of
Waterland allows for some clear exploration of the concepts of Curated Fiction; the
orality of the novel (and of Tom Crick’s narrative voice) shifts, often markedly, creating
a complex narrative mosaic of registers, ideas and ambiguous points of view—trying to
“put together a story which is made to echo with other stories, within or without”
(Tollance 2008, 141). Events of the novel draw on temporality, myth, history, trauma,
family lore and the ecology of the Norfolk Fens in which most of the action is set. Swift
himself recognises the narrative variances he was playing with, “often shift[ing] into
something not like narrative at all … I felt confident about these seeming digressions, that
they wouldn’t be digressions but vital parts of an organic, if idiosyncratic and complex,
whole” (W, v). Thus, we have a definition of the core elements of Curated Fiction: the
orality of the novel’s composition and the implied authorship established through Crick’s
homodiegetic narration, and the sense of authorial absence that is created as a result.
Thematically, Waterland is concerned with Crick’s attempts to find salvation for himself,
his family, and his understanding of history through the stories he imparts to his
students—stories as a catalyst for redemption. From the opening page of the novel we are
reminded of the importance of stories to young Tom Crick: “My father … had a knack
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for telling stories. Made-up stories, true stories, soothing stories, warning stories; stories
with a moral or no point at all” (W, 10). At its simplest, of course, Waterland is a story
about stories, and it succeeds for the extent to which it generates metaphors for the
presence and resilient value of stories in our lives. The novel’s overarching structure is
one of stories within themselves, connected by the present-day conflict facing Tom Crick
as he deals with the news that his teaching career is about to be terminated. The fabric of
Crick’s storytelling is vast and non-linear, touching on (in one respect) the fading sense
of authority Crick is experiencing in the present day of the novel. This reminds us of
several contradictions that exist at the heart of Waterland—as though Crick is telling
stories that he wishes had no need to be told, or certainly that he had no need to tell them.
As such, he seeks solace in the imaginary and mythical domain of those stories, and in
doing so compounds one or more of the novel’s central artful contradictions: imagination
as a device for confronting the truth, or fiction as a site of fact. In turn, this compounds
the notion of narrative subjectivity that is central to the deployment of Curated Fiction—
and in the case of Waterland, since we only have one narrating agent through which all
events are related, strong reader engagement is enacted through constant negotiations
based on trust and whether we should imbue Tom Crick with appropriate narrative
authority. Concomitantly, Swift plays with notions of voice and absence: the novel is
“made up of fragments … and trace[s] the disappearance of an authoritative voice”
(Tollance, 142). This allows us to interrogate the concept that Tom Crick is a singular
narrator.
For the purposes of contextualising Waterland as an exemplar of Curated Fiction,
there are two strands of critique that will be examined and discussed here which will be
integrated with central arguments about the thematic composition, if not the specific
structure, of Curated Fiction. The first of these draws on a Bakhtinian notion of duality in
the narrative voice and positions the novel as a confessional statement (Champion 2003);
the second constitutes an explication of Waterland as trauma fiction (Whitehead 2004;
Russell 2009). I will argue that between these two positions, narrative space exists in
which concepts of reader engagement and ethical positioning are activated, and that
Waterland provides multiple opportunities for analysis of a central tenet of Curated
Fiction—multiple narrative voices at work which (in this particular case) emanate from a
single narrator.
Margret Gunnarsdottir Champion’s analysis of the novel firmly embeds it in
Bakhtinian notions of double-voiced explication: history is both objective and mythical,
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landscapes are both wild and tamed, humans are capable of enlightenment and darkness
(Champion 2003). This sense of the contradictory, of complication, both informs the
structure of the novel and underpins its narration. Hence there is a division of point of
view in the novel, in Champion’s phrase a “cracked voice that reverberates from the
smallest adverb to issues of profound human significance” (2003, 41). There are elements
here of ‘Crick as novelist’ in which he deploys the tools of narrative fiction in creating
the accounts of history (both his own and the accepted histories of events such as the
French Revolution)—tools such as characterisation, setting, manipulation of time and so
on. There is a shaping, then, to the stories he tells, and that shaping serves a double
purpose—to give some outward structure which will serve to tailor his stories for his
audience (his students), and to allow Crick to order the material he is presenting for his
own purposes—that is, through lenses of narrative, to provide some perspective by which
he might understand the experiences that have formed him—curating them, in effect. In
other words, Crick forms his own narrative hierarchies: he departs from the information
he should provide during his lessons and replaces it with information that he needs to
encounter and shape in order to reclaim his sense of self:
So when your history teacher’s teachings are to be put to the test, when his wife,
who is yet to be branded by the local press as ‘The Baby Snatcher of Lewisham’
or the ‘The Child Thief of Greenwich’, delivers herself one Sunday afternoon of
an inexplicable announcement, he obeys both human instinct and academic
training. He drops everything (even the French Revolution) and tries to explain
himself. … because it’s the inexplicable that keeps him jabbering on nineteen to
the dozen like this and scurrying further and further into the past. (W, 113)
Therefore he places himself at the centre of the stories he tells—sooner or later,
they lead back to him and the formative experiences of his youth, experiences punctuated
by tragedy in the form of murder, abortion and the suicide of his older brother Dick.
Champion states:
[the] simultaneous closeness and distance of traditional history is necessary in
Crick’s enterprise as teacher of young people who are disenchanted with
antiquarian education. In the outburst of Price, the most outspoken student, Crick
recognises his own desire for identification with the “Here and Now,” for
unobstructed knowledge of the present moment. … Crick’s students want to
abandon the history lesson so they can meet directly the various crises in their
world [of the early 1980s]—the nuclear threat, American hostages in Iran,
religious and ethnic conflicts … As an idealistic pedagogue, Crick creates a
counterspeech, a double-voiced discourse [emphasis added], or—as he often
refers to it—a yarn that challenges his listeners to become ideologists themselves
instead of being subjected to a deceptive ideology. (2003, 38)
270

Crick’s telling of stories has multiple functions. By replacing traditional pedagogy with
meeting an immediate and arguably more interesting need, Crick attempts to order the
significant events of his own past; in addition, he activates the ideological desire of his
students to recognise patterns of history as occurring in that present moment—patterns
that will, from their perspective, evolve to directly influence the world in which they live
and work. Swift notes that “handling the past is one of fiction’s principal, perennial
functions” (W, ix). Crick, by these definitions, adopts a curatorial role in the sharing of
his own stories.

Curated Fiction and the explication of Trauma in Waterland
Narratively, the impetus for Crick to begin regaling his students is double: the disturbing
behaviour of his wife Mary, who has abducted an infant from a local supermarket, as well
as the likelihood that owing to various pressures, not least of them Crick’s propensity to
abandon the curriculum and tell stories, his teaching position has become untenable.
Richard Rankin Russell (2009) posits this departure from Crick’s expected duties as the
clearest sign that he must navigate some profound trauma in order to be able to cope with
present-day demands and stresses, and thus the narrating of his past is a cathartic act,
central to engaging with Waterland as a work of trauma fiction and central also to
recognising catharsis as one of the motivating factors for narration in Curated Fiction.
Central to this is the reading of Tom Crick’s characterisation as an embodiment
of trauma. Waterland is narratively focused around three events: the death of Freddie
Parr, the abortion Mary endures which renders her infertile, and Dick Crick’s suicide. We
learn that Dick, with his profound learning disability, is responsible for Freddie’s death
possibly out of jealousy; we also learn that Dick is the result of an incestuous relationship
between their mother Helen and her father. News of this is contained in a letter which, for
reasons that will be explored later, Tom reads to his brother; an apparent inability to cope
with this news is what drives Dick to take his own life. These are events which have
shaped Tom as an adult—of the three, the abortion appears to have had the most
significant consequence since it culminates in Mary abducting a child from a
supermarket; however, as critics have pointed out, Tom’s guilt is a strong undercurrent in
both the stories he tells, and his reasons for telling them (Acheson 2005; Meneses 2017).
Tom is profoundly wounded in the psychic sense of the word (Kacandes 2001).
Recovery of the victim involves overcoming silence and withdrawal to witness to
what happened. That is to say, the victim produces a narrative of the traumatic events.
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[This is] hauntingly difficult, however, because the event that needs to be narrated
may not have been experienced by the victim fully consciously in time. (2001, 91)
Many traumatic incidents occur outside consciousness—“many accident or assault
victims report how the mind—without conscious decision—elides the moment of impact;
dissociation of experience may occur as the trauma occurs” (91).
Swift’s narrative manifestation of Tom Crick’s trauma, and Crick’s attempts to be
dissociative, underscores several key scenes of the novel. For example, the visit to Martha
Clay (the ‘Witch’ who performs the abortion, W, 297–307) provides evidence both of this
dissociation and its utility as a narrative device. Tom Crick constantly delays the
reader/audience; perhaps this is because he needs to delay confronting the inevitable fact
of his own guilt and involvement or causality relating to the events he is relating. Chapter
45, “About the Witch,” begins by introducing her and informing the reader that she made
love potions and “got rid of love-children” (W, 297); this brief paragraph ends there, and
then we must be told about the fen geese for a page or so, followed by a further brief delay
with a rumination on love. Such delays are clearly dissociative: what follows, the
narration of the act of the abortion, is difficult and confronting for Tom and therefore it
is difficult for him not only to revisit it but share it with his audience. When we eventually
meet Martha Clay, she is described:
That face! Small, moist, needly eyes. Leather purse of a mouth. Nose: bony (but in no
way hooked). Forehead: bumpy-shiny, tobacco-hued. Hair: waxy-grey, pulled tight
down to her scalp by a knot at the neck stuck through with two lengths of quill. And
those cheeks! Those cheeks! They’re not just round and ruddy. They’re not just red.
They don’t merely suggest alternate and continual exposure over several decades,
without any intermediate stages, to winter gales and scorching sun. They’re bladders
of fire. They’re overripe tomatoes. (W, 300)
The shift in narrative voice within this paragraph is almost startling, ranging from the
objective use of colons to separate specific features of Martha’s face (almost as one might
expect in a description from an autopsy) to the subjective use of poetic language to
describe Martha’s cheeks. This represents another level of dissociation: Crick is piecing
Martha together from memory, navigating as he does so the fascination he may have for
her as the local Witch, alongside the trauma implicit in the reason they require her
services. The recall of Martha’s appearance is fragmented, inconsistent; she is perhaps
simultaneously real and imagined, and the narrative memory that Crick constructs of her
must reflect both the emotional intensity of the moment of his and Mary’s encounter with
her, as well as substantiate the clear and long-term psychic impacts that this event had on
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them both. Such duality is reflected concisely in this paragraph but is representative of
the narrative design of the novel: Tom Crick must navigate what is real, what is imagined
and reconcile both of these with his sense of self. Martha’s small house also typifies this:
“we’ve stepped into a different world. The one where things come to a stop; one where
the past will go on happening” (W, p. 303). The past does continue to happen for victims
of trauma, until such time as an adequate healing occurs, in whatever form that may take.
Curated Fiction, then, allows its characters to revisit confronting events in a way that
provides (hopefully) helpful perspective and may enact a sense of coming to terms with
them.
A useful metaphor to consider this a little more closely is that of a circuit, which
may be either closed off or allowed to operate unimpeded, as dictated by circumstances.
Kacandes uses this metaphor to enact the presence of trauma in fiction. Importantly, there
can be no definitive narrative that adequately relates the events of the trauma—“no
‘authoritative telling’ of the event … Rather, the presence of the analyst/co-witness/reader
completes the circuit and allows the story to come into being” (TF, 94;96). The completed
circuit creates a loop around which the story travels, being told by a narrator, received by
the audience, and taken back into the self of the narrator. This ‘taking back in’ will
constitute, one hopes, a kind of progress towards healing; the process of sharing the
traumatic event will give it shape and perspective so that the narrator is able to find
something in it of value. This is not to say that the telling of stories will, in and of itself,
allow healing to occur, and one of the central questions in Waterland asks whether or not
Tom Crick achieves any sort of satisfactory resolution as a result of sharing his stories
with his students—who are, effectively, his co-witnesses or ‘readers’. Tom’s mother
Helen makes the point most clearly: “No, don’t forget. Don’t erase it. You can’t erase it.
But make it into a story” (W, 225–6).
This intersection between orality, the explication of trauma and the underlying
element of polyphony underpins the architecture of Curated Fiction. A significant
narrative/dramatic outcome is delay, in the sense that a resolution to Crick’s dilemmas
are postponed: through polyphonous narration in which profound emotional and moral
conflicts are embedded, Swift unifies his narrative project by creating junctions, allowing
Tom Crick to digress in order to avoid confronting the emotional truths he seeks. This
intersection between polyphony and the explication of trauma invites further dissection.
Richard Rankin Russell cites the term “re-remembering”, which “refers to an almost
inevitable recollection of events haunting persons involved in trauma who have forgotten
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what they originally remembered about the atrocities” (Russell 2009, 117). Crick
undergoes this process because as Russell states, he “cannot now cope with the present”
(117). Russell cites Cathy Carruth: “it is ‘at the specific point at which knowing and not
knowing intersect that the language of literature and the psychoanalytic theory of
traumatic experience precisely meet’ ” (118). This creates “a ‘double telling, the
oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: between the story of
the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its survival.’”
(118) The aforementioned delays, then, are in fact suppressions and the
ability/opportunity to suppress is another cornerstone of Curated Fiction. Crick cannot
face what he must narrate; he procrastinates. This creates several narrative effects, the
clearest of which is tension—as readers (as students in Crick’s history class) we are made
to wait: a hallmark of Swift’s work in Waterland is that it enacts patience. Therefore, a
further narrative effect that is created is temporal: narratively, Waterland has a vertical
axis relating to the present moment, and several horizontal ones that intersect at different
points relating to the various timeframes that Tom casts out like fishing lines over the
waters of his beloved Fens. This illustrates the novel’s nexus between its explication of
trauma and its construction as Curated Fiction: essentially, the telling of stories assumes
a therapeutic dimension (Konkol 2014). Stories provide a structure for memory and thus
a way to relive or retrieve those memories, reinforcing the “value of narrativisation [as] a
domestication of the inexpressible experience without denying its irreducibly traumatic
character” (108). It is important to recognise, especially with regard to Curated Fiction,
that this does not presume that healing will naturally follow. In narrative terms, healing
might equate to resolution; however, if one of the central forces at work in Curated Fiction
is ambiguity, healing may not be explicitly possible. Tom Crick might recognise this, in
“his justification of his family’s tendency to resort to storytelling as a means of
overcoming a sense of fear and powerlessness” (112). Overcoming is not strictly the same
as healing—rather, it is a ‘dealing with’ or a means of putting a traumatic experience into
some form of perspective so as to make it somehow bearable in the context of having to
live a hopefully stable life. Importantly, the use of Curated Fiction allows for the dramatic
and narrative avoidance of ‘neat and tidy’ resolutions—a concept I have embraced with
The Sand, whereby the central narrative/dramatic dilemma, the identity of Maria’s killer,
is unresolved.
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Waterland as Narrative and Anti-Narrative
The narrative architecture of Waterland is such that it spends much of its duration
threatening to collapse (and finally does so with the suicide of Dick Crick). The delay of
this collapse is perhaps the novel’s most astonishing narrative achievement, and it is
created by what Pascal Tollance identifies as the “profound division where the need to
tell comes into conflict with the reluctance to do so … [it is a] narrative at war with itself,
torn between the tempting, soothing voice of the tale (‘Once Upon a Time…’) and the
voice of a discourse which analyses, dissects and takes things apart” (Tollance 2008, 144).
In part, this is reinforced by authorial absence: Crick is in charge of this narrative and so
it sings and whispers, falters, and fulminates as he requires. Swift vanishes with the result
that his absence enacts a space into which voices must go—so that Waterland becomes a
sort of echo chamber with Tom Crick providing the single voice which resonates. His
words, according to Tollance, “become a means of cracking the prison of the self” (142).
I will return to the notion of Waterland as a slowly collapsing narrative; I will now further
explicate Waterland as utterance, drawing on Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony as it relates
to Tom Crick as enunciator.
As discussed earlier, polyphony does not merely suggest that a multitude of voices
are present within a text; it allows for voices to occupy multiple consciousnesses
(Renfrew 2015, 78). The natural extension of the polyphonic is into the dialogic: “all
meaning is, for Bakhtin, dialogic; the dialogic is characteristic of all verbalised human
interaction” (79). Importantly, Tollance explains that “Polyphony does not only consist
in a multiplication of voices; it is what breaks the unity of each individual voice [emphasis
added] and blurs the source of enunciation” (Tollance 2008, 147). The singular voice in
Waterland is repeatedly fractured, distorted or it engages in a sort of mimicry. As an
example, let us return to the aforementioned chapter “About the Witch”:
Down Mary’s leg two sudden unfurling ribbons of blood, one outpacing the other,
smeared by the swish of the long grass. We stop, for a wincing pause. Anticipatory
visions: spilt onto the marsh grass, a bloody tadpole, a gooey sheep’s heart. Is it
going to—? Now? Christ, Mary, if we’re stuck out here in the dark. Twilight
thickening. The time of owls and will-o’-the-wisps. Right time to arrive at a
witch’s. Hold my hand, Mary. Hold on, Mary. Love you, Mary. Keep going,
Mary. Are we going to get there? (Do we want to get there?). (W, 299)
As with the earlier cited example from this section, Swift employs a clear narrative shift
to represent Tom in an anxious state of mind regarding what is about to happen (the
abortion). This shift both explicates the notion of trauma and illustrates the narrative voice
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splintering into several strands: one descriptive ('unfurling ribbons of blood’), one full of
dread and possibly disgust (‘Anticipatory visions…’), one fearful (‘Christ, Mary, if we’re
stuck out here in the dark…’) and one supportive ‘(Love you, Mary. Keep going, Mary…)
The parenthetical question that concludes this paragraph is also notable: Crick addresses
his deeper self, confronting an ultimate fear of the unknown. It provides excellent
evidence of the nature of Crick’s larger narrative act—reluctance to tell, in conflict with
the innate need to.
Tollance cites Jacques Ranciere from his work La parole muette (The Silent Word)
to articulate how the written word is considered orphaned, “and as a result is free to
journey in a way live speech cannot” (Tollance 2008, 148). This contradiction—that what
is fixed on the page is also free--also feeds into Crick’s narrative dilemma and further
illuminates his telling. Ranicere argues that
Writing is … a specific mode of enunciation and circulation of words and
knowledge – the mode of orphaned enunciation, where words speak all by
themselves, careless of their origin and unconcerned about their addressee … The
visibility and availability of the written word blur the notion of legitimate
belonging: the utterance is no longer attached to one enunciator, one recipient or
one particular mode of reception. (152)
There are two threads of analysis here. Firstly, the notion of ‘utterance’ relates both to
Bakhtin’s model of self-other relations as “transposed” by Voloshinov (Renfrew, 2015)
as well as to Kacandes’ model of Talk Fiction. Among other things, Voloshinov’s
transposition presents us with “theory of the essentially social nature of language, which
locates the utterance at the heart of an endless matrix of social interactions which are
present in varying degrees in the act and moment of speech” (74). In the section from
Waterland cited above, interactions are clearly present, yet they emanate from a single
source—Tom Crick—who is interacting the emotional and narrative complexity of this
moment in his and Mary’s story. He is effectively making his own history in this moment
and that history is emerging from a heavily fractured self: Tom as adolescent, as lover, as
guardian, as human, as deeply fearful. If we concur with Ranciere, we can afford Mary
some narrative agency here as well—although she does not speak, she is interacting with
Tom through the clear pain she is in, and the resulting concern that he expresses for her.
It is also worth remembering that the events of this moment in the novel, the visit to
Martha Clay, directly influence both of them for the rest of their lives—indeed, the
abortion is a catalyst (since it renders Mary infertile) for the act which lands them in
serious trouble in the narrative present of the novel: Mary’s abduction of a baby at a
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supermarket. Swift renders the significance of this moment through narrative
abundance—almost overloading Tom with perception, emotion, insight. This notion of
utterance evolves into understanding dialogism—Bakhtin’s theory derived from his
reading of Dostoevsky—which, according to Alistair Renfrew, “brings to the fore
something that is an almost universal phenomenon, permeating all human speech and all
relationships and manifestations of human life, everything that has meaning and
significance … the dialogic is characteristic of all verbalised human interaction
[emphasis added]” (79). This narrative abundance, and the multivocality through which
it is conveyed to the reader, signals a core principle of Curated Fiction in Waterland,
despite its single narrator: the narration is varied and digressive and at times, not entirely
to be trusted. In addition, Tom Crick is interacting narratively with his sense of self as it
has evolved historically and emotionally, through the prism of trauma; he is, as a narrator,
a point of dialogic, dramatic, and narrative intersection.
This notion of ‘the interactional’ is crucial to reading Waterland as a work of
orality and therefore considering it as a work of Curated Fiction. Tom Crick is, often
simultaneously, talking to himself, his students, or other characters, and through all of
these interactions he addresses the reader. In many cases, this address is mediated directly
through second-person narration. Kacandes identifies three aspects of such interaction
and the third of these, participants’ perceptions of what is going on (TF, 3), is most
relevant to this analysis of Waterland as oral text. If, narratively, the novel is a long and
disjointed attempt at unifying history and memory, its medium is talk; if talk requires
perception, then we can identify Tom Crick’s journey through his traumatic past as his
attempt, with varying successes, to unify his sense of self: to understand who he is and
how he became. In other words, talking makes memory tangible, however briefly—and
once something is tangible it can be analysed. This demonstrates Waterland’s
complexity—it is a labyrinth, through which the reader treads with some trepidation,
perhaps unwinding a ball of thread as Theseus did, to help find our way out again.
However, we do not need to find our way out; instead, with the suicide of Dick Crick, the
labyrinth collapses.

Curated Fiction and Complexity
Narrative has become a highly subjective entity. There must be omissions; the complexity
of human behaviour and thought, of motivation and insight, is such that true omniscience
is nearly impossible to achieve. This is especially so with regard to narrating historical
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events. In this sense, Tom Crick acts as a historian who might, according to Acheson,
survey an array of past events, select those most relevant to his purpose, then form
them into a factual narrative. … No single account of what has happened over a
single period can possibly be definitive. There are too many events to be
investigated, too many events that are unknown, too many ways of selecting the
events, and too many ways of interpreting the selections. (2010, 90)
The complexity of Waterland, despite being cloaked in fiction, aligns with such a
description. However, this assessment also provides a characterisation of the nature of
Curated Fiction, which does not have a singular narrator. Even with its single narrator,
Waterland achieves such complexity. Omniscient narration seems to have fallen out of
favour over the course of the twentieth century, although it is possible to mingle
omniscient narration with the subjective multiple narrative framework of Curated Fiction,
as William Faulkner demonstrates in As I Lay Dying. The first-person narrator seems,
according to Acheson, more suited to our times: “the first-person narrator is an ostensible
human being, a man or woman who is unable to write with godlike authority” (91). Swift
seems to eschew ‘narrator-as-god’ status in Waterland in favour of bestowing full
narrative authority on Tom Crick—and since Crick is narrating events as a means of
processing trauma, that narrative is fractured and fragmentary. Coexisting with Crick’s
trauma is a clear sense of guilt—narrating to seek redemption, as an act of constructing
one’s own forgiveness. When Crick begins to regale his students with stories of his own
life, especially that part of it involving his history with Mary, he is doing so necessarily—
it is cathartic, Acheson explains, while simultaneously defining the narration itself:
Crick distractedly relates the story of their friendship, courtship and marriage,
without reference to any documents (not even letters apparently). This means that
whatever he tells his students and whatever conclusions he reaches on the subject
of his guilt are not based on source materials that [emphasis added] other
researchers could examine and form opinions about, but on his highly subjective
memories [emphasis added] of their shared life together. (92)
When it becomes too traumatic for Crick to address events, he digresses into a wide
variety of other topics such as eels and the French Revolution. Notions of ambiguity
underscore Crick’s willingness (or deeper need) to digress and in the specific case of
Waterland this ambiguity establishes Crick’s shortcomings as a narrator and as a
character in his own narration; it also illustrates the difficulty of intertwining history
(where facts can be empirically derived from evidence) and fiction. This difficulty is also
what makes ambiguity such a compelling device in Curated Fiction. Despite Crick’s
innate need for clarity, it continually eludes him; partly because of the passage of time,
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and partly perhaps because of the nature of recalling traumatic events and the propensity
for details to be elided from the mind, as discussed earlier. Recalling that the catalyst for
Crick’s narration is his wife’s abduction of a baby, Crick “can never be finally certain of
the extent to which he is guilty of motivating the abduction” (98). Mary’s sterility is a
consequence of the abortion performed on her by Martha Clay; the unwanted pregnancy
is one source of the ambiguity being explicated here. Readers may infer that Crick is the
father, and Mary leads him to believe so; however, Acheson points out that “it is clear to
the reader that Mary may be lying to keep him from feeling jealous of the other two boys
[his brother Dick and Freddie Parr] … however, neither Crick nor the reader has any way
of knowing whether she was lying … And this is what troubles him, indeed has
unbalanced him” (98). A clear principle of Curated Fiction is evident: that of the reader
deciding in whom they can place their trust, which in turn activates the reader as a
participant of sorts in the storyworld. As illustration, here is an exchange between Tom
and Mary, in which he seeks some certainty about the paternity of the baby Mary is
carrying. Mary asserts that it is not Freddie Parr, and that it could not be Dick
‘Because he didn’t know how, in any case. He thought you could have one just by
thinking about it. He thought you could have one—just by loving.’
Which still keeps me guessing. Because I don’t believe that if Dick didn’t know
how, Mary wouldn’t have taught him. Wasn’t that why Dick made his evening
trips to the Lode? To be taught? Why Mary and I took pity? Poor Dick, who wasn’t
allowed to be educated…Poor Dick, who wanted to know about love.
That, and Mary’s itching curiosity. Which has suddenly gone. (W 64)
Mary’s curiosity is in reference to the size of Dick’s penis, which is reported to be
substantial—so much so, that just prior to this exchange, Mary reported that “it was too
big … to go in” (64). The ambiguity I refer to is inherent in that curiosity having
disappeared, leading the reader to suspect that in fact an encounter of some sort has
occurred between Dick and Mary; the use of ambiguity in this particular case allows Tom
to shield himself from what might be an uncomfortable truth.
Whether or not Crick deserves our sympathy is equally ambiguous, according to
Acheson:
In placing his guilt in a larger context, Crick is trying to minimise its importance.
Yet, in sympathising with those who take comfort in make-believe, he is seeking
to persuade us that he is ultimately a likeable figure—one who can tolerate the
weakness for make-believe of uneducated people like his wife and father. (2005,
99)
Whether Crick succeeds in this mission is outside the scope of this thesis: I am more
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concerned with his construction as a narrator here, and issues of reliability or ambiguity
inherent within that construction. Tom Crick’s narration veers between jovial banter and
moral panic—the latter is apparent in the previously cited sections of the novel relating
to his and Mary’s visit to Martha Clay—and this reflects his psychic state, the need for a
chipper outward presentation that he attempts in masking some deeply felt and highly
resonant tragedies. Such a balancing act is not sustainable; the tipping point is Dick’s
suicide at the end of the novel. Tom Crick’s narration, then, is simultaneously marked by
the seemingly contradictory notions of disassembly and admission and these tensions pull
him, emotionally and dramatically, in different directions for most of the novel. Acts of
curation—of selection and choice in what is revealed, and how, and by extension how
revelation of important details are delayed—allow this tension to be sustained. In
deciding, as Acheson suggests, whether or not Crick deserves our sympathy (99), we are
also deciding on the larger question of whether or not we can fully trust him, and this
illustrates how concepts of ambiguity and delay inherent in Curated Fiction work to
complicate truth and trust in the intricate web of reader-storyworld interconnections.

Curated Fiction and the Tipping Point
I have established that this grand narrative project is built on shaky emotional territory
for Tom Crick. Through enactment of ambiguity, the structuring of delay, an awareness
of dialogism and an application of orality in specifically texturing the narrative, Curated
Fiction is explicated as an ideal vehicle for the framing of such territory. Freddie’s death,
along with Mary’s abortion and Dick Crick’s suicide, are the triumvirate that his narration
seeks to explicate. This reading positions Crick’s guilt and his search for redemption
centrally in what is happening, why Crick is narrating and what he is attempting to achieve
for himself. Juan Meneses argues that “In appealing to its pervasive nature and relentless
propensity to return, however, the narrative reveals once again Crick’s reproduction of
the very principles against which it is meant to work” (Meneses 2017, 141). The character
of Dick Crick and his death provides us with another means by which this can be
illustrated.
Dick cannot read or write and can barely speak—and when he does it is in a “sort
of baby language” (W, 34). His silence in the novel precludes him from asking questions,
from being curious, and therefore from getting in the way of Tom’s carefully crafted
version of his own history. Despite his silence, Dick has a crucial role to play in the
narrative architecture of this novel as the one who brings everything undone. If his
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functional silence provides the necessary counterbalance to Crick’s narrating, then
according to Meneses, the latter
can frame his own account as an altruistic and valiant effort to counter the
historical invisibility of the family … he can present his effort as a moral exercise
of solidarity, portraying Dick as the victim of his own inarticulacy, an individual
who would seek to attain historical relevance had he the linguistic means to do so.
(Meneses 2017, 144)
This might be interpreted as Tom telling Dick’s story (intermingled with all the others)
because Dick can’t. Although Dick contrasts Tom’s narration with his silence, and
perhaps Tom’s intellect with Dick’s lack of an intellect, Dick is effectively “neither” in
terms of the novel’s land/water duality; as a result, as Meneses states, “Crick must employ
his narrative dexterity to malign his half-brother relentlessly so that he can characterise
him as an individual to be redeemed in spite of his ungrateful ignorance” (145). As we
have seen, however, his motivation on that front may be dubious, since he is merely
attempting to expiate his own guilt (146). For this reason, Dick Crick’s suicide can be
read as the terminal point of Tom Crick’s narrative project—not only literally, since it
occurs at the end of the novel, but morally as well. By diving into the River Ouse, Dick
abruptly truncates Tom’s attempt at redemption, both on behalf of his brother and for
himself. If the central purpose of his stories is to somehow make sense of his own history,
Dick’s death creates a point of absurdity which renders his purposes nearly meaningless,
since Dick’s self-destruction is an act that cannot be subjectively narrated and which is
difficult to rationalise historically. Essentially, the heart of Crick’s narration is a negative
narrative space, threatening to implode at any moment, with the layer upon layer of story,
moment, time, history, anecdote, fact, theory, reflection and reportage intricately stacked
on top of one another until such time as one element—Dick’s suicide—provides the
tipping point, collapsing everything inwards. His death is, therefore, an “anti-narrative
gesture” (147)—allowing me to conclusively tease out the two elements of Waterland
that identify it as an example of Curated Fiction: the function of narrative as vehicle for
the explication of trauma, and the potential for explicitly polyphonous narrative structures
to create ambiguity and/or moral complexity. It is highly significant that the novel ends
abruptly with Dick’s suicide; we are not returned to the narrative present, to Tom Crick
addressing his students, for any kind of satisfactory resolution. Meneses states that “by
uncoupling a sense of closure and a sense of an ending, Waterland unveils how Crick
finally loses control over the past; he becomes incapable of containing it narratively”
(146). Because we are only ever subject to Tom’s narration in Waterland, as fractured
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and discordant as it may sometimes be, he cannot penetrate the dramatic or narrative
reality of his brother’s suicide. Therefore, in the same way as Crick’s capricious student
Price bemoans the end of history, Dick’s death signals the end of narrative—almost as if,
having recalled the event, Tom-as-Narrator is unable to fully process it. This brings us
back to the central tension that marks the core narrative structure of the novel: the need
to recall, recall-as-catharsis, set against the trauma invoked by doing so.
Even then, according to Richard Rankin Russell, Crick detaches himself from the
severity of the suicide by “overlaying it with a mythical, ineluctable quality” (Russell
2009, 121). Dick takes his own life by flinging himself into the River Ouse from the side
of a dredge called the Rosa II:
For a moment he perches, poises, teeters on the rail, the dull glow of the western sky
behind him. And then he plunges. In a long, reaching, powerful arc. Sufficiently long
and reaching to quite discount the later theory that he must have become entangled in
the anchor-chain or the sling-lines; sufficiently reaching and powerful enough for us
to observe his body, in its flight through the air, form a seemingly limbless continuum,
so that an expert on diving might have judged that here indeed was a natural, here
indeed was a fish of a man.
And punctures the water, with scarcely a splash. And is gone. (W, 353–4)
Significantly, the concluding section of the novel is in present tense. There is an irony
here in an event from Tom’s past—a memory, effectively—being rendered this way and
this provides further evidence of the manner in which Waterland plays with time. It is
also structurally significant that this is the concluding moment of the novel; as such, it is
afforded considerable agency in the context of Tom’s narration-as-catharsis which clearly
infers that this moment is the singular event that lives and breathes at the core of Tom’s
guilt. In this one graceful account of a tragic event, several strands of the novel’s narrative
project are explicated; it punctuates the abrupt ending of the novel, coalescing symbol,
myth and time—elements that have rippled along under the surface of events leading up
to this moment, unified as the singular moment of Tom Crick’s adolescence, a moment
that provides core impetus for his need to regale his students with these and other stories
during the novel’s narrative present. Because of its potential for variance, this coalescence
of elements demonstrates Curated Fiction’s ability to operate on multiple narrative levels,
in potentially contrasting voices, to establish contradictory emotional states that may defy
resolution; crucially, we are reminded that one of the central narrative forces enacted by
Curated Fiction is ambiguity, and the apparently contradictory power of it to provoke
connection where none seems logically to be found.
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Conclusion
Waterland provides clear insight into the construction of a narrative using multiple voices
that emanate from a singular source; this creates some innate contrasts and contradictions
that can serve as the central foundation of Curated Fiction. Tom Crick is both the subject
of his stories, and the object of them; he is narrating his own stories (and, generationally,
those of his forebears) while simultaneously charting the influence that stories have had
on him; how it has shaped his sense of self, in much the same way as a river charts its
own course to the sea, according to Tollance, “voice has become a means to achieve a
form of dispossession which is simultaneously asserted and resisted in Waterland through
Tom’s loud, yet silent, performance” (2008, 147). This loud/silent dichotomy manifests
in the central construction of Waterland as a trauma fiction, whereby Tom’s narration
acts cathartically as a vehicle for his addressing the profound moments of his making—
his adolescent sexual awakening with Mary Metcalf, the death of Freddie Parr, the suicide
of his brother. These three events, and Tom’s reactions to them, take 350 pages to
explicate and in doing so, Tom deviates considerably and consistently from ‘the matter at
hand’, explaining why Mary abducted a baby. It is also worth remembering that, early in
the novel, Tom loses his job as a history teacher, hence his sense of freedom in departing
from teaching the curriculum to regaling his students with stories instead; in doing so he
traces the development of his sense of self, through which the novel becomes a layered,
complex, dynamic narrative. To refer to the metaphor of this chapter’s title, Tom Crick’s
trauma creates a vast narrative vacuum: everything is drawn inexorably into it, distorting
and distending Crick’s emotional complexity in the process. In Waterland stories seem to
work against themselves, acting as digressions and distractions, until we reach the
moment where such functions are no longer possible, at which point Tom’s function as a
narrator and his act of catharsis must end; there is no more to be said. Ending the novel
with the historical moment of Dick’s death creates a final irony: if the novel’s central
motif is water, which rises and falls or ebbs and flows in cycles, then the narrative
structure of Waterland is not ultimately cyclical. We are not returned to the narrative
present for any satisfactory sense of a resolution. Ultimately, this reinforces the central
power of ambiguity in Curated Fiction: that such resolutions are artificial, and that ‘real
life’ does not always conveniently provide them. Instead, we leave Tom Crick, at the
moment of the birth of his existential crisis, gazing across the water at his brother’s
abandoned motorbike: an empirical symbol, clearly at odds with the vagaries of the heart
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and the complexities of Story.
In the next chapter I will examine the confluence between multiple narrative
voices and the ability of Curated Fiction to create the illusion of authorial absence, further
complicating notions of narrative trust and truth, providing further evidence of Curated
Fiction’s complex role as a method of provocative complication.
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Chapter Three
The Nature of the Goods: Absence as Provocation in Graham Swift’s
Last Orders
Context: The Novel
Last Orders was published in 1996. Its events take place over a single day on which four
friends meet to convey the ashes of Jack Dodds, a recently retired butcher who has
succumbed to stomach cancer, to the seaside town of Margate where the deceased man
requested to have his ashes scattered off the pier. The four friends, and Jack, constitute
the central characters of the book: Ray, a former insurance clerk with a gift for wagering
on the horses; Lenny, a market grocer; Vic, the undertaker; and Vince, Jack and Amy
Dodds’s adopted son, who has built a thriving car sales business from very humble
beginnings. Indeed, the trip to Margate takes place in a blue Mercedes that Vince is
hoping to sell to an affluent customer, Mr Hussein, to stave off a recent downturn in
business. Significantly, Jack’s wife Amy declines the invitation to join them.
Over the course the day, all four characters take turns to narrate the events of the
drive to Margate. Numerous connections and dilemmas are revealed: Lenny’s daughter
Sally was once a prospective romance for Vince; Jack borrowed a large sum of money to
keep his business afloat, meaning that Amy may be left with nothing after his death; Amy
and Jack’s only child, June, is sequestered permanently in a nursing home having been
born with severe disabilities, including the inability to speak; Ray’s wife Carol left him,
and his daughter Susan has moved to Australia; another young woman that Jack and Amy
took in, Mandy, does become involved with Vince; Ray and Amy commence an affair
which continues on the days when Amy regularly visits June. Jack never acknowledges
June after her birth and does not do so on his deathbed despite Amy’s fervent wish. Ray,
Lenny and Jack all have wartime experiences in North Africa or the Middle East in
common; Vic served in the Navy; Vince also joined the army to escape Jack’s destiny for
him, to take on the butchery business (which is named Jack Dodds & Son).
The trip to Margate is in many ways underscored by the duality of Jack being
present and not present: his ashes, in a plastic container in a shopping bag, cannot possibly
represent the Jack that each man knew and loved, in his own way. As I shall discuss later,
this duality is a central creative force in the novel, as Swift negotiates a narrative
landscape of presence, absence, and silence. It is important to clearly embed the
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distinction between presence and absence as it is embodied by the character of Jack, as it
mirrors Swift’s authorial absence—a central concept in the context of Curated Fiction. In
strictly narrative terms—that is, the sequence of events that unfolds during the novel—
Jack is the catalyst for everything that happens, since the purpose of the trip to Margate
(and the dramas that ensue or are recollected en route) is to honour his wish for disposal
of his ashes. As noted, his ashes are present constantly: carried around by one or the other
of the men or held by one of them in the car, always passed between them with utmost
care and a sense of gravity; and living Jack is a constant presence in the minds and
memories of the men carrying out this journey. If one of the novel’s overriding concerns
is the nature and composition of community, and the moral ambiguity inherent therein,
then the novel’s final passage can be read as a validation of absence: “the ash that I carried
in my hands, which was the Jack who once walked around, is carried away by the wind,
is whirled away by the wind till the ash becomes wind and the wind becomes Jack what
we’re made of” (LO 294–5).
This chapter will address and analyse the key elements of the narration and
structure of Last Orders, contextualising these within critical conversations that the novel
has initiated, before closely analysing those specific attributes of the novel that align with
aforementioned notions of Curated Fiction. In addition to authorial absence, these include
multiple homodiegetic narration and polyphony in the specific voices of narrating
characters. I will expand on these elements as they are evident in Swift’s novel, in
preparation for subsequent close analysis of key sections of Last Orders to demonstrate
Swift’s role in crafting the novel, and how this positions the novel as an exemplar of
Curated Fiction. I will argue that Swift ‘hides in plain sight’ as the author of this work;
the initial readerly impression is that the characters speak for themselves and the various
narrative threads unfold organically as a result of this. It becomes clear though,
specifically when Jack Dodds is given a brief monologue post-mortem close to the end of
the novel, that Swift’s authorial role is a little more complex; and since there is an absence
of any organising principle or method regarding the sequencing of the chapters we may
assume that this is also a consequence of Swift’s authorial imprimatur. Curated Fiction
coheres the parts of a narrative structure and their underpinning concepts through a
semblance of unification, and this chapter will interrogate the extent to which that sense
of unification (rendered ironic by the illusion of authorial absence) is present in Swift’s
novel. Analysis of Last Orders will allow me to present it as a strong example of one of
the guiding principles of Curated Fiction, namely that there must be an illusion of
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objectivity—that the characters, situations and sequences of the novel seem (at least
initially, in this case) to exist and are presented without connection to or influence from
an authorial consciousness that is external to the storyworld.

Curated Fiction and Creating Selves
It is relevant to begin this section with a brief comparison of Waterland and Last Orders,
given that they are constructed in distinctly different ways yet offer some moments of
clear insight into authorial choices that I have imbued with significance in terms of
Curated Fiction. To frame this in terms that I return to later in this chapter, the audience
is present in Waterland but notably absent in Last Orders. As Pascale Tollance suggests,
“Both novels are born out of the desire to break the silence surrounding ghosts whilst
turning their narrators themselves into ghostly presences” (Tollance 2008, 142). In terms
of Curated Fiction, we can identify that the audience of the storyworld is also within the
storyworld; perhaps the men of Last Orders, and its two women, are addressing each
other. If there is a common tonality to their monologues, it is confessional. The closedloop aesthetic that serves Curated Fiction necessarily demands that if there is no teller or
narrator existing externally to that storyworld, then there is no external listener/audience
either; while Tom Crick may be essentially solitary in his narrative pursuit, Last Orders
offers a small chorus of apparently disembodied voices which, according to Tollance,
“build a space where everyone is made of the other, spoken by the other and where words
become a means of cracking the prison of the self” (142). To illustrate, Vince is reflecting
here on trips he took as a child with his father in Jack’s work van:
then he’d go round and start the engine and I’d start to hate him. I’d hate him and
hate the meat smell till they were one and the same. … I’d lie there on the rug
hating him and I’d think, I ain’t going to be a butcher never, it ain’t what I’m
going to be. And as I lay there hating him I discovered something else, beyond
and beneath the meat smell, something that made those journeys bearable. I’d put
my ear to the rug. I’d feel the metal throbbing underneath … the thrum of the
shafts taking the power to the wheels, and I’d think, This is how a motor works,
I’m lying on the workings of this van. I ain’t me, I’m part of this van. (LO 63)
In accounts such as this one, we see Vince (in this case) in the process of creating self:
his relationship with Jack is problematic and Vince does not follow his father into the
family trade, instead forging his own career repairing and selling motor cars. Swift
captures the moment here when Vince diverges from his father, a profound moment that
will shape the rest of Vince’s life, and does so by having Vince merge his sense of identity
with the inanimate mechanical workings of the van. Thus, Vince cracks himself open, to
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utilise Tollance’s phrase: he is repulsed by the sensory associations of his father’s trade,
and lulled instead by the almost sensual experience of lying on the floor of the van,
listening to its engine and feeling its vibrations. Consequently, he shrugs off the chains of
expectation or familial loyalty and begins crafting a new self, unaware of the tension that
this doubleness, the dichotomy of his path in life contrasting with Jack’s plans for him,
will create.
Such doubleness is compelling in Last Orders: in addition to Vince, two of the
men who convey Jack’s ashes to Margate had at one stage or another a desire to be
something other than they had become: as well as Vince making his own opportunities,
Lenny had dreams of middleweight boxing and Ray aspired to be a jockey. These
revelations evolve gradually over the course of the novel as, slowly, the men are revealed
in their substance and with their faults. This is yet another distinct feature of the novel
constructed through multiple viewpoints in this way—it allows for the exposition of
character in a measured way that is fragmented but continuous.
It is important to note that ostensibly, the reason they can be called monologues
at all is because we can consider them spoken, not written; although, as Tollance notes,
“they elude all description. They appear from the start as ‘neither spoken, nor written, but
mysteriously captured and transmitted’” (Tollance 2008, 148). While being ‘mysteriously
captured’ would allow some explanation regarding the presence of Jack’s voice among
those of the living, I will predicate the necessary discussion here on the basis that the
accounts included in Last Orders are explicitly oral in nature. We can consider the role
of these monologues as drivers of the narrative events and as markers of identity.
Importantly, it is conceivable that identities merge as this novel progresses—
metaphorically at least, as suggested by the earlier citation of its closing lines; complexity
lies not in its multitude of voices or their respective claims for understanding and
empathy, but rather in the detachment from self that each of these voices seeks to create
as the novel’s events progress. In this way, traditional character is sometimes supplanted,
and at most times Swift’s quartet of Bermondsey chaps hover between flesh-and-blood
imposition on the page, and the more ethereal realm of voice, in what Tollance describes
as “a process which detaches everyone from some other which nevertheless remains a
part of themselves” (149). Again, we have dichotomy at work: in the very fabric of this
novel, we find constant reminders of the duality of lives—of living as an act of continual
resistance that is also an act defined consistently by the power of consequence. Curated
Fiction as an organising principle foregrounds this duality: in allowing characters to speak
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without judgement, the narrative functions and the emotional lives of those characters are
both enabled. In addition, we can see the influence of Mikhail Bakhtin at work here; in
his dissection of Dostoevsky’s novels, Bakhtin identifies “an idea-hero, an idea that uses
the hero as its carrier in order to realize its potential as an idea in the world. The goal then
becomes to free up the hero from ‘plot’ … from events in ordinary, necessity-driven,
benumbing everyday life” (Emerson 1997, 127). Swift’s ensemble of men in Last Orders
therefore reflect a central quality that is available to characters in Curated Fiction, in that
they exist both as narrative agents and exemplars of self. They occupy a space outside
formal notions of fictional characterisation; their importance in the fiction lies at least as
much in what they discover about themselves rather than what they achieve in terms of
propelling story.
Importantly, this coheres Curated Fiction’s ability to catalyse moral behaviour in
characters or textual constructions in alignment with Eco’s notion of fiction as an ethical
site of truth. This emanates from the extent to which varied accounts of narrative incidents
are truthful (and the reasons why they are not) and converging in an understanding of how
Curated Fiction creates different possibilities for interaction between trauma and memory,
and the need for this interaction to motivate specific actions that might be considered selfpreservation.

Curated Fiction and Moral Texture
Jane de Gay argues that Last Orders directly addresses spiritual questions of the
insignificance of humanity against the larger, unknowable scale of life, and that—
specifically in the characters of Jack and June—Swift invites us to consider how complete
a human has to be in order to qualify morally as a person (de Gay 2013, 566). In pragmatic
terms, Jack is deceased when the novel opens (yet, as previously discussed, remains
amorphously present throughout its events, tangibly as ashes and emotionally in
characters’ memories); his and Amy’s daughter, June, is completely marginalised by her
profound disability, to the extent that she is removed from Jack and Amy’s care at birth.
Jack refuses to acknowledge her and never mentions her again; on the day the four men
travel to Margate to scatter his ashes, Amy visits June at the nursing home where she
resides one last time, to effectively say good bye. Jane de Gay suggests that Last Orders
poses vital questions about comparing a person who is recently deceased with someone
who is completely unable to communicate in any meaningful, easily recognisable fashion.
In doing so, the novel asks “about human life and human dignity and asks how anyone
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can be ‘complete’ as a human being” (566). This sense of ‘completeness’ adds further
complexity to the narrative texture of the novel and arises almost directly out of Swift’s
decision to enlist more than half-a-dozen narrators. There are some intrinsic layers to each
character’s moral imprint; for this reason, the ultimately simple and straightforward
delivery of a man’s last wishes becomes entangled in myriad ways. A source of contention
among the four men is why Jack chose Margate; and significantly, the reason is indirectly
linked to June. On their honeymoon, after June was born and had been removed, Jack
won a teddy bear at a shooting gallery there—while Amy is stooping to tie her shoelace,
he throws the bear off the end of the jetty as a rejection of their disabled child. Amy
realises that in fact Jack would have preferred to have his ashes cast off the jetty, but this
no longer exists, and so he chooses the nearby pier (which is in fact a harbour wall).
However, it seems that this is a final, symbolic/ironic act of penance on Jack’s part—a
way of seeking Amy’s forgiveness for his neglect of their daughter; or it may be, from
Amy’s perspective, a final insult, a comprehensive reminder from Jack of his rejection of
June. Curated Fiction has propensity for truth to be distorted for myriad reasons, some of
which may not be resolved.
Curated Fiction allows for the establishment of place in a physical and a moral
sense. Complicit in the ideological fabric of the storyworld of Last Orders is the innate
connection that characters have with each and with the place in which those connections
have evolved. While some connections are tenuous and some dysfunctional, the central
thematic impulse of the novel suggests that such connections are the core of our being (an
idea, again, perhaps reflected in the quasi-spiritual overtones of the novel’s closing
sentence)—so that we are, at once, individual and collective entities, governed by selfish
desires but ultimately motivated by a sense of belonging to something beyond our
selves—a circle of friends, a place of employment, a suburban community or a blend of
all of these and others besides. In order for this sense of connection to exist—and, having
existed, to be beneficial—requires the practice of sympathy: of fellow-feeling, of relation
to an other, an acceptance of and tolerance towards not only difference, but behaviour
that we might find initially find objectionable. Stef Craps (2003) interrogates this notion
in Last Orders to derive a reading of the novel that observes the facility of its artifice; a
significant plank of Craps’s critique, to which I will return in the next section, is that the
notion of authorial absence in Last Orders is not is pervasive and consistent as it might
initially seem. However, of immediate interest is observing the extension of the moral
calibre of Swift’s characters into ethical actions, or the recognition of and accounting for
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unethical actions, and the extent to which parameters of Curated Fiction can directly enact
such extension or recognition.
A common thread which unites every major character in the book is that they
either come to terms with their past, or seek to make amends for past wrongs through a
change of habit or a readjustment of values, or both. Ray determines to reunite with his
estranged daughter in Australia, and debates whether to keep the money he won for Jack
to use for this purpose; Vince scrabbles together a thousand pounds to provide Jack with
one last act of charity (which in turn serves to clear his conscience); Lenny, less
convincingly, also ponders visiting his daughter Sally, having made a sort of peace with
his role in organising an abortion of the baby she conceived with Vince. Amy is perhaps
the least stable of them all when we leave her in the novel, having determined that she
will no longer visit June, and struggling with how she can farewell both her daughter and
her husband in the same week. Of these resolutions, Ray’s is the most morally
problematic: he has won over thirty thousand pounds, at Jack’s request, betting on a horse
with the thousand pounds Vince loaned his adopted father. Since Jack dies on the
afternoon the bet is actually placed, only Ray is left knowing of the money’s existence,
and ambiguously ponders whether he could use it to travel to Australia to see his daughter
again—“no one need know” (LO 283)—or whether he should meet Jack’s original
intention for the money and provide it to Amy in lieu of Jack’s retirement savings (of
which there are none, owing to a dubious loan he organised to keep his butcher’s business
solvent in the years before he retired). It is strongly inferred that he will give the money
to Amy, and in so doing so, according to Craps, he is elevated to “embody the ideals of
love, interhuman contact and hope for a better world” (Craps 2003, 407). Such a decision,
to connect with previous points of discussion, also suggests that Ray’s sense of self is
resolved at the closure of the novel; that perhaps more than other characters, he is settled
into a course of mutually rewarding action that may offer closure to some significant
emotional impediments—a long-lasting and sincere affection for Amy, and a healing of
the rift with Susan, his daughter. This enacts differentiation between narrative voices: we
relate to Ray on a different basis to other characters who offer their individual
perspectives (and who may not, as Ray does, achieve such a satisfactory resolution); in
addition, we recognise each of the narrating characters in a holistic sense, with
acknowledgement of their flaws and foibles possible alongside the vicarious pleasure we
can take in their emotional triumphs. The multiplicity of Curated Fiction allows for such
complications,

ambiguities,

and

resolutions—which
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reflect,

ultimately,

life’s

combinations of circumstances and attitudes that can establish or dismantle our
acceptance of our own actions or those of others.

Case Studies of Curated Fiction in Last Orders
I will now focus on selected moments from the novel to provide close analysis of how the
concepts related above, and other concepts aligned with the framework of Curated
Fiction, are active within those moments. In particular, I will discuss two brief but distinct
chapters of note—the shortest chapter in the novel, Vince’s two-word epithet (LO 130)
and ‘Ray’s Rules’ (LO 202). I will then closely examine selected sections from the
sequence of chapters in which the four men visit Canterbury Cathedral (LO 192–226),
the closing section of Amy’s final chapter (LO 278) and the one chapter attributed to Jack
(LO 285). Each of these moments will be discussed in terms of constructions of
polyphony, of their contribution to Swift’s supposed narrative intentions (for these are
arguably contradictory, as I shall discuss) and more broadly as a contribution to an
evolving understanding of Curated Fiction.

i.

Vince’s two-word chapter / ‘Ray’s Rules’

Since they both represent a distinct variation from the norm in different ways, let us first
consider ‘Ray’s Rules’ and Vince’s two-word chapter. When we encounter Vince’s brief
interjection (“Old buggers,” LO, p. 130) the men are gathered, at Vic’s request, at a Naval
Memorial in Chatham, which represents a digression for the party from their mission with
Jack’s ashes. Lenny and Vince exchanged heated words at their previous stop, a pub, and
tensions are elevated. However, it is ambiguous who Vince might be referring to with this
brief statement—whether it is frustration with his travelling party, who are all 20–30 years
older than he, or something approaching mock affection for the names of the Naval
personnel lost in action, who are inscribed on the memorial. Among the four members of
the travelling party, Vince stands out—as the youngest, as the only one with a direct
family connection to Jack (albeit via adoption) and the only one apparently struggling to
find comfort or success in adulthood. Since the novel is entirely conceived as a series of
effectively spoken utterances, speech becomes Swift’s only method of revealing character
and so, with the ambiguity of this particular utterance, we encounter Vince as someone
who remains unsure: of himself, his past or his sense of self. He projects this doubt into
the casual dismissal inherent in those two simple words, which may be either insulting or
genially mocking, but which are polyphonous for this reason.
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In similar terms of addressing speech as character, ‘Ray’s Rules’ reduce the luck
that Ray has repeatedly exhibited in betting on horses to a series of eight axioms:
It’s not the wins, it’s the value.
It’s not the betting, it’s the knowing when not to.
It’s not the nags, it’s the other punters.
Old horses don’t do new tricks.
Always look at the ears, and keep your own twitched.
Never bet shorter than three to one.
Never bet more than five percent of your kitty, except about five times in your
life.
8. You can blow all the rules if you’re Lucky. (LO, 202)
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Significantly, five are negative and the last is self-contradictory and somewhat comically
self-referential; the capital L in Rule 8 signifies Ray referring to himself by the nickname
bestowed on him by his peers. There is a narrative lightness to the inclusion of this list in
the accounts of the journey to Margate—on one reading it is Swift shifting tone briefly,
offering respite and therefore altering the rhythm of the work. Ray’s fortunes as a prolific
punter are an example of the narrative shape and metaphorical richness of Last Orders.
By its nature, gambling seems to work against the sense of fatalism that otherwise
pervades the novel. Ray has perfected his wagering technique over time; narratively, as
discussed earlier, his gambling offers a moral complication that offsets the resolution of
the novel’s events for him; but even then we are reminded of perhaps Swift’s most
eloquent argument with this work, that lives which may appear to be simple or uncluttered
by dilemma are usually, gloriously, neither. An additional function of this chapter, and
especially the eighth rule, is delineated by Terrell Tebbetts in a discussion on the function
of identity in Last Orders:
[The characters] seem to live in a kind of trickle-down intellectual economy,
picking up small change from larger intellectual exchanges. As they sift through
the myriad possibilities, they actually experience the instability of identity central
to the larger exchanges. …[They] come upon an epistemology of identity offering
them not a return to an unachievable stability but, instead, a fluid means of control
in a shifting cosmos.
That epistemology centers on language. (2010, 70)
An additional function can therefore be determined in ‘Ray’s Rules’ as an articulation of
self against the apparently random forces of luck and chance. Consequently, the eighth
rule takes on a special ironic resonance as a result: Ray has spent most of his life living
within the rules of social norms and familial expectations; developing the facility and
experience required to ‘break the rules’ seems to serve Ray as an essential reminder of
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his humanity.
So multiple narrative, symbolic and textual functions are imposed on the
architecture of the novel by this inclusion: the reduction of an arcane and often fortuitous
process to ritual, a codification of the means by which Ray, being anything but lucky,
maximises his chances of success and therefore is often granted the opportunity to provide
material monetary assistance to his friends (further solidifying his sense of purpose and
self), and a lightly-confected change of pace by which Swift simultaneously diverts our
attention from the otherwise funereal tone of the novel and creates a moment of
distraction. Such moments are always within reach within the auspices of Curated Fiction;
the editorial conceit is such that digression is often feasible and compelling side-stories
or changes of tone in order to fracture consistency and create interest or ambiguity are not
only accessible according to the central tenet of the form (allowing characters to speak
for themselves), but often necessary in order to maintain a truly rich and complex
narrative fabric.

ii.

Canterbury Cathedral

The section of the novel that relates a quick visit by the men to Canterbury Cathedral also
provides evidence for casting Curated Fiction as an agent of structure as well as voice.
Structurally this visit occurs at about the two-thirds mark and so in dramatic terms this
sequence might be said to usher in the third act and thus commences rising the action
towards expected or unexpected revelations—or in one case, no revelation at all. This
sequence also serves to underscore notions of identity and redemption that inflect the
novel. In terms of the novel’s imagery, the language accompanying the dispersal of Jack’s
ashes might also have its thematic origins in the visit to Canterbury. Like other concepts
that Swift addresses in this novel, religion is both present and absent; in a storyworld
where no one professes explicitly to practice religion, a religious current nevertheless
pervades the novel.
The sequence is framed in the novel by two sections titled ‘Canterbury’, and
these—like all of the chapters headed by a specific location on the journey—are narrated
by Ray, which is why his presence in Swift’s pantheon of characters is significant—he is
given markedly more ‘on stage’ time. I will look at extracts from three of the accounts
that related while the four men are at Canterbury, in the order in which they appear: from
Vince (LO, 199), Lenny (LO, 203) and Ray (LO, 207). Vince, viewing Jack’s body in the
hospital morgue, makes this reflection:
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I went through the opening and stood beside him. It smelt cold. I thought, He don’t
know I’m here, he can’t ever know I’m here. Unless. I thought, He aint [sic] Jack
Dodds, no more than I’m Vince Dodds. Because nobody aint nobody. Because
nobody aint more than just a body, than just their own body, which aint nobody.
Except you can’t see his body under that tablecloth. (LO 199)
This brief excerpt illustrates two significant points, the first relating to Swift’s use of
distinct first-person language patterns and the second embedding this scene within a wider
thematic context of the novel relating to self and identity. Swift’s utilisation of firstperson narration—a favoured technique of his since, as he notes, “I don’t want to have
that elevated, omniscient role; I’d much rather feel that I am down on the ground with the
characters in the sort of thick of things” (Swift 1988, cited in Craps 2003, 408)—achieves
special intimacy here as there can be few moments more disquieting and deeply personal
than viewing a loved one post-mortem. Vince is somewhat conflicted about the role Jack
has played in his life—ostensibly a fatherhood role but apparently without any of the
security or support that such a role would normally inhabit. Some interpretations of his
utterance here are possible then: he is emotionally ambivalent about the reality that Jack
has died, and perhaps starkly confronted, not unreasonably, with the sudden realness of
Jack’s corpse; this is reflected in the abrupt objective observation (“It smelt cold”), and
inconsistent syntax, from a single word (“Unless”) to the rolling chain-of-thought
rambling nature of the second last sentence cited above. I would argue that the word
‘Unless’ also has a significant semantic role to play here, and it invites the continuation
of an intellectual inquiry by the reader—unless what? Jack is not really dead? He is dead
but is watching events now from a spiritual realm? We are at once presented with a
character attempting to process emotionally significant but conflicting factors that have
sought to define him for almost the entirety of his own existence, and reconcile them with
what he understands life to be at that point.
This scene also illustrates again the intriguing role, that of being actively absent,
bestowed by Swift upon Jack. He retains relevance in death—he continues to inspire
conflict, reflection, sympathy and love, all underscored by the sense of community out of
which his last journey to Margate emanates; while in pragmatic terms, the novel is a
flowchart of sorts that measures Jack’s reduction—from a living being to a terminally ill
man to a corpse (as here), to finally, in the novel’s last moment, a nebulous cloud of ash.
Here Curated Fiction might borrow something from the realm of magical realism—it
steps, as a narrative construct, outside the bounds of immediate perception and in doing
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so activates further ambiguity. Perhaps most beneficially, it simultaneously suggests and
precludes an authorial role in the novel, an act which further generates tension and
complication within the design of the narrative project.
Lenny’s reflections allow us to see into yet another overarching concept that is
both thematic and structural, relating to fatherhood. Lenny’s enmity with Vince, which
boils over into a fistfight when the trip has detoured yet again to Wicks Farm, stems from
Vince’s almost-romantic relationship with Lenny’s daughter Sally who becomes pregnant
as a consequence.
It was Vincy’s doing in the first place but it was me who said, when she came
right out with it and said she wanted to have the baby, ‘No you don’t, my girl.’
My first fully weighed-up response as a father, words just shot from my gob. She
said he’d come back and do right by her. I said, ‘Don’t talk bollocks, girl. What
book’ve you been reading?’ And she ain’t ever forgiven me since. (LO, 203)
Semantic constructions such as those evident add to an overall impression that Lenny is
leaning on a bar over a pint, relating this to you. Since there is no context for address in
the novel, no central reader-concept or audience for these monologues, perhaps Swift has
sought to create exactly that impression—that after everything in the novel was resolved,
we all went to the Coach and Horses and took turns relating our versions of events. This
feeds directly into my central conception of how Curated Fiction is organised narratively:
that the characters have been asked to provide their own versions of events which are then
sequenced by an additional character or an entity who can be largely invisible to the
reader.
This is a moment of crystallised emotional crisis for Lenny, and by his admission
it is not a scene that he necessarily handled effectively (although this depends on how you
read “words just shot from my gob”—which may carry a subtext that seems to add, ‘I’m
such an idiot,’ or alternatively might be an expression of something approaching surprise
at how easy it was to assert authority in this potentially provocative situation). Whether
this evocation of fatherhood is problematic or not, it speaks simultaneously to the motif
of fatherhood in the novel as well as to an irony in the central decision Swift has
apparently made in crafting the novel—which is to remove himself from an authorial role.
In terms of authorial consciousness, on one reading, Last Orders itself has no father.
However, as Wayne Booth argues,
by the kind of silence he maintains … the author can achieve effects which would
be difficult or impossible if he allowed himself or a reliable spokesman to speak
directly or authoritatively to us. The most frequently discussed of these effects is
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… the air of naturalness that is thought to be given by an ‘authorless’ work. (RF,
273)
In terms of Curated Fiction this implies that narrative events are presented mostly without
judgement and that consequently readers must actively engage with the narration at the
level of deciding which events are reliably related, which characters are trustworthy and
so on, recalling Eco’s claim that we must take fictional worlds on trust, cited in Chapter
One of this thesis. Curated Fiction, by its design, blurs the distinction between trust and
truth.
Ray’s relatively short chapter is a departure from the two previously mentioned
for two significant reasons; where Vince and Lenny look back on key moments in the
respective contexts of their personal histories, Ray looks forward—although, before he
does that, he stares into the abyss of the cathedral ceiling:
It smells of stone and space and oldness. The pillars go up and up, then they fan
out like they’re not pillars any more, they’ve let go of their own weight and it’s
not stone any more, it’s not material. It’s like wings up there, arching and reaching,
and I know you’re supposed to gaze up and think it’s amazing and feel yourself
being raised up too, and I’m gazing, I’m peering, I’m staring hard, but I can’t see
it, I can’t make it out. The next world. (LO 207)
This reflection represents something of a change of tone for Ray; he has been jovial and
pragmatic up to this point and here he senses the presence of something much larger than
himself—although, typically in the milieu of anti-sentiment Swift has established for
these characters, he seems to reject it—or at the very least it remains invisible to him,
unreachable and beyond his perception. But Ray here is on the cusp of the physical and
spiritual realm, and the spiritual undertones of the novel are something that Swift has
created seemingly without construction: that is, given the aforementioned absence of an
omniscient author, his characters must encounter spiritual or religious beliefs purely on
their own terms. This observation of Ray’s also references the duality of this day’s
mission—it has a tangible, pragmatic focus (scattering the ashes) but this is accompanied
by an ageless spiritual ritual, of conveying Jack into the afterlife—“the next world”. This
is given focal perspective in Ray’s noticing that something clear and present in reality—
the pillars—cease being pillars as they rise into the void of the ceiling—they’re “not stone
anymore”. More broadly, if Last Orders is an account from multiple perspectives of a
physical journey, then it is also the account of multiple journeys, some of which—as Ray
illustrates—are metaphysical or existential—and perhaps, in this small moment of
reflection in a vast and sacred silent space, Ray is travelling without moving, to coin a
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phrase—except that he cannot attain the ultimate insight that such an experience might
afford, for reasons perhaps of the novel’s comic nature or of the rational parameters of
Ray’s phlegmatic, working-class no-nonsense background. In this instance, Curated
Fiction enacts a sense of dramatic irony—that a reader might connect with Ray at a
compassionate level and recognise that he may never attain the insight he desires,
ultimately casting him as a tragic figure. This is possible because Ray is not commented
on authorially and any judgement made of his actions will be at the reader’s discretion.
Ray continues in this chapter to think forward (where, as noted, other characters
have worked retrospectively in this sequence of chapters). He addresses his own
mortality, a not unreasonable prospect given the business of the day, and supposes that
he will travel to see his daughter in Australia to save her the trouble of having to return
to England, when the time comes that he is not long for the world: “When. If.” (LO 207).
He even addresses, rather casually, the prospect of his own interment—“God knows
where I’ll get shoved” (207) but foreshadows later reflections regarding his daughter and
how important it would be for him to reconnect with her after many years of
estrangement—“But I could save her the trouble” (207), by which he means travelling to
Sydney to be with her when he dies rather than having her return to him.
Ray is the character who comes closest to an act of redemption at the end,
resolving to provide his substantial race winnings to Amy as Jack had requested, instead
of keeping them. Perhaps the seed of this desire to be redeemed is born in this quiet
moment, when Ray breaks with the narrative pattern of this novel and looks not forward
or backward, but up—and in doing so, into himself.

iii.

Amy

The final two case studies allow specific analysis of Swift’s creative methods relating to
how this novel is narrated. The two sections I wish to interrogate are Amy’s final chapter
(specifically its conclusion, LO 278) and Jack’s ‘post-mortem’ chapter (285)—although,
as we will learn, it does not focus on him and is largely not in his own voice, but that of
his father. Through these interrogations I will discuss the extent of Swift’s ‘active
absence’ as the author of this novel, positing this as a central concept of Curated Fiction,
and how the aesthetic-narrative choices made in composing these two sections speak to
the larger narrative and thematic architecture of the novel.
Jack has died of cancer several days prior to the narrative present of Last Orders,
although he features prominently in the retrospective accounts that many of the characters
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relate as the novel progresses, in some cases going back decades. This technique is
provocative because it invites a consideration of address: who are these chapters being
related to? In addition, how does such a technique slot into an otherwise relatively
conventional multiple-first-person narrative? For example, if Swift had wanted the reader
to know that Jack’s father had an important message about wastage in the butcher trade
(which is what Jack’s chapter solely presents), it seems feasible that one of the other
characters—Vince or Amy, for example—might have included reference to it in one of
their chapters. In considering why Jack has his own chapter, we are able to effectively
interrogate the notion of authorial absence in the novel—and by extension, refine the use
of such an aesthetic principle within the context of Curated Fiction.
Emotionally, Amy is in some despair over the decision she has made to stop
visiting her severely disabled daughter—her last visit (so she pledges) occurring on the
same day that Jack’s ashes are being escorted to Margate. There is escalating tension
present in her language and attitude, exemplifying that “Voice then … [is] an ultimate
barrier against something which is all too real—so much so that it might seem unreal—
but which either way is endowed with frightful power” (Tollance 2008, 144). It is
significant in light of the notion of address in this novel that Amy addresses this chapter
to June. It begins with a heartfelt and heartbroken realisation:
And the most I've wanted, the most I’ve hoped in fifty years, believe me I’ve never
asked the earth, is that you should have looked at me, just once, and said, ‘Mum.’
It isn’t much to have wished, all this time. Damn it, you’re fifty years old. You
should’ve fled the nest by now, you shouldn’t want me around, you should be
leading a life of your own. … I’ve tried to know what it’s like to be you. (LO 274)
Yet again, as with many of the fatherly roles in this novel, parental affiliations are either
complicated or disconnected; in this case, however, unlike the male characters, the
situation is beyond Amy’s control and it is something she has bravely endured (on her
own) in order to try and maintain her much-desired mantle of motherhood. It is significant
that a short while later she equates Jack and June in her mind—in fifty years, June has
made no progress in her emotional or cognitive development, and now that Jack is
deceased, no further change or progress is possible for him either. Amy also notes that
even when alive, Jack was not likely to change dramatically—like the other central male
characters of Bermondsey who are exhibited in Last Orders, he was a creature of clearly
fixed routines and cemented expectations. “So what was true of you, girl, was true of
him” (LO 275). The use of you-narration in this chapter also separates it from the rest of
the novel’s voices, creating an intimate tone in which a bereft and now widowed mother
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is addressing her unreachable daughter. The effect is at once insightful and confronting;
in a sense, Amy unravels during this chapter, charting increasingly confronting emotional
terrain that builds towards the end with this final truncated paragraph, with which Amy’s
presence in the novel concludes:
I’ve got to be my own woman now. But I couldn’t have just stopped coming
without saying it to your face: Goodbye June. And I couldn’t have said the one
thing without saying the other. It won’t mean anything to you but someone’s got
to tell you, no one else is going to. That your own daddy, who never came to see
you, who you never knew because he never wanted to know you, that your own
daddy
(LO 278)
The implication is that Amy cannot bring herself to the final moment of closure, to reveal
to her daughter that her husband has died—or it may be that the two disclosures coming
so close together, farewell to the daughter and the husband, are simply too much to bear.
Narratively this truncation raises interesting questions that complicate the authorial
absence Swift has engineered throughout this novel. Evidence for that absence in this case
comes with the abrupt termination of speech mid-sentence—for whatever reason, Amy
has simply stopped talking. That this is taking place in the narrative present of the novel
also allows a consideration of just how it is these various accounts and voices have been
assembled; yet, as Tollance makes clear, the very fact that they have been assembled
certifies an authorial presence (2008, 142).
Amy’s sentence terminating in this way raises the spectre of ambiguity. We are
given enough information in what she has disclosed to be able to infer both what the
remainder of the sentence might have expressed, and where the resolutions disclosed in
this chapter might have taken her, given that we do not hear from her again after this
moment. Regardless of these possibilities, the termination is still abrupt, and it jars in a
novel where other voices have been conversational, mostly jovial, chatting as if holding
court at the Coach and Horses as intimated earlier. With this conclusion of Amy’s
presence we are given a point of departure from the expositional norm of the novel and
as I have made clear with other analyses offered in this thesis chapter it is both
thematically and diegetically significant that Amy should suddenly and unexpectedly be
consumed by narrative silence. It is discomforting and unsettling, no doubt, but it
illuminates a centrally compelling tenet of Curated Fiction in exemplifying the deep
dichotomy at work in Curated Fiction, manifest in the tension over to what extent the
narrative material is manipulated which in turn is governed by the extent to which the
reader determines whether or not the curating agent can themselves be trusted.
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iv.

Jack

Typically, the one chapter bearing Jack’s name—while it is related by him—does not
belong to him but his father. I say typically because it serves as a reminder of Jack’s
simultaneous presence and absence in the fabric of the novel. That we hear from Jack at
all is also a departure from the narrative norm that has so far been established, so it is
significant that Jack’s chapter appears very close to the end, when rhythm and expectation
have been well established only to be disrupted. Critical responses to the novel, by Stef
Craps for example, have noted this and recognise its potential as a complicating factor in
the narrative:
The inclusion of the impossible utterance of a dead man constitutes a radical
departure from the verisimilitude that the novel seemed to be so anxious to
preserve. The novel calls readers’ attention to the fact that what he or she is
witnessing is not raw reality, but mediated reality, a representation carefully
crafted by the author. (2003, 411)
I would question the unequivocal nature of the first statement here: since we have no
evidence regarding external contextual factors relating to these voices (such as address,
with the exception of Amy aforementioned) then we cannot satisfactorily conclude when,
how or where they were captured. Swift has clearly decided that such information is
unnecessary, preferring instead to both let his characters simply speak more or less for
themselves and for readers to make up their own minds as to other factors; but without it,
it is a little severe to describe Jack’s utterance as impossible.
That issue aside, there is metaphorical significance in both the inclusion of Jack’s
voice and the content of what he imparts. It is a working-class sermon on how a good
butcher will generate a thriving business by keeping a close eye on what is discarded (and
with one or two elisions, this is Jack’s chapter almost in entirety):
He said, ‘Jack boy, it’s all down to wastage. What you’ve got to understand is that
what comes into the shop aint what goes out. Whole art of butchery’s in avoiding
wastage. … If you take away the weight of the wastage from what you buy in and
divide what’s left into what you paid, that’ll give you your real cost to set against
your takings and don’t you ever forget it. … And ending up, because of poor
keeping or poor cutting, with lots of measly scraps of meat that aint fit to sell to
no one’ll cost you more than anything. … What you’ve got to understand is the
nature of the goods. Which is perishable.’ (LO 285)
I am interested primarily in the location of this chapter towards the end of the novel, and
how this works structurally as we reach the denouément of the journey and the casting
away of Jack’s ashes; I am also interested in the deep metaphorical resonance of this
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chapter, relating to that which is perishable; as a verbatim account of his father’s advice,
it is also a fitting exemplar of narrated voice, returning us to considerations of orality
within the context of Curated Fiction.
Jack’s chapter further foregrounds this as a technique of Curated Fiction. Jack has
retained these words of his father, and insofar as Swift has assembled the accounts that
constitute the novel as a whole, he has placed Jack’s chapter deliberately within the
novel’s framework to create a specific sense of disruption to an otherwise established
narrative pattern. As noted, there are dramatic, metaphoric, and symbolic reasons for this.
However, if all of the chapters in Last Orders are speech acts, then (and perhaps
ironically, coming as it does from a deceased character) Jack’s chapter is the only actually
spoken, as in verbatim, account in the novel. This alone affords Jack special significance
and confirms his crucial role not only in the narrative events that are related, but also in
the authenticity of the voices that Swift has manipulated—it simultaneously creates and
signifies the dramatic effect of his absence among the voices of the living. It provides a
sound example of the role Curated Fiction can play in complicating the narrative act, in
enacting dichotomy and in crafting ambiguity as an agent in and of the narrative act, in
this specific instance bringing into the question both the absence of the author and the
compelling aesthetic/narrative power of hearing a voice from beyond the grave. Not only
do we therefore have a distinct positioning of Jack at the narrative ‘centre’ of Last Orders,
lifted out of the consistency of other voices through the unique pattern his verbatim
account contains, but we also have a compelling marker of the value of Curated Fiction
in celebrating everything that a character’s voice can create for the reader and for the
architecture of the storyworld: colour, certainly, but also empathy, ambiguity and
provocative sources of tension relating to ethical investment in the ever-complicated
notion of fictional truth.

Conclusion
Last Orders plays with duality in compelling ways that make provocative use of
essentially uncomplicated narrative voices and generate vital aesthetic conversations
around presence and absence in the motivation of characters, the layering of personal
histories and the importance of connection and community; it shares some similar
qualities with Waterland in that it utilises a moment in the narrative present to afford its
characters the capacity to reflect on what has shaped and defined them. On the surface it
is a simple tale of humble men undertaking a compassionate mission, beneath which lies
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a sophisticated narrative architecture reminding us of the compelling power of trust and
ambiguity in the creation of fiction and of the extent to which Curated Fiction can offer
multiple aesthetic and narrative choices in facilitating narrative, emotional and moral
complexity. In derivations of the speech act and concomitant elements of orality, in
allowing characters to both look outwards and within and to trace the influences of the
self; these are all made possibilities by the techniques and strategies of Curated Fiction,
and in Last Orders they generate a narrative fabric of nearly infinite texture.
If the chapters on Waterland and Last Orders have presented variations on a theme
of Curated Fiction, the next chapter will interrogate a novel that comes closest to my
conceptual mapping of the term. William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying is replicated to some
extent in Last Orders as I have indicated, but the narrative sweep of Faulkner’s novel
encompasses such vast narrative and aesthetic domain that it provides a necessary
reference point in determining how Curated Fiction can operate as methodology in both
the crafting and analysis of fiction. In particular, I will further unpack the notions of
polyphony and the extent to which narrative language can work against itself to
complicate and enrich a storyworld, and the acts of navigation required to
engage/negotiate with it. Ultimately, the ironic notion that an authorial consciousness can
be simultaneously present and absent in narrative organisation will be posited as one of
the central provocative features of Curated Fiction.
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Chapter Four
Strange Blood: The Anti-Language of As I Lay Dying
Context: The Novel
As I Lay Dying (1930) is set in fictional Yoknapatawpha County, based on the area around
Oxford, Mississippi where Faulkner was living at the time. Much, if not all, of Faulkner’s
fiction is set within this regional space; its regionality is clearly inherent in the language
and some of the attitudes of his characters. The story concerns the Bundren family (father
Anse, sons Darl, Cash, Jewel and Vardaman, and daughter Dewey Dell) and their quest
to transport the coffin bearing their deceased wife and mother, Addie, to Jefferson where
she wished to be interred—a journey of several days’ duration. In all, the novel has sixteen
narrators: each member of the family, including Addie post-mortem, has a voice and
relates events from their point of view; we also hear from other characters such as Vernon
and Cora Tull, their neighbours; the local doctor, Peabody; the Reverend Whitfield; and
various other residents and small business owners the Bundrens encounter on their
odyssey. As we have seen with Last Orders and Waterland, the chief central effect of
utilising multiple narrative voices is one of authorial absence, as this is an effect embodied
and extended in the narrative complexity of As I Lay Dying. Similarly, as with the other
two novels, it can also be read as a trauma fiction, especially with regard to the accounts
of Vardaman, the youngest member of the family who appears to struggle the most with
his mother’s death; as with both of Graham Swift’s novels, there is perhaps a confessional
element to this novel as well: narrating as catharsis.
It is briefly worth acknowledging the comparisons that exist between As I Lay
Dying and Last Orders. Aside from the use of multiple homodiegetic narrations, the
novels also each feature a chapter consisting of a numbered list, a one-sentence chapter
and a chapter narrated post-mortem. The central narrative and thematic shape of both
novels is similar; they both concern a journey undertaken for the purpose of conveying
the deceased person to their final resting place. It is outside the scope of this thesis to
adjudicate on matters of literary debt or provenance; it is sufficient for me to acknowledge
that both novels are richly evocative of their specific times and places through particular
oral textures of characters’ accounts, since this in part delivers them both into the realm
of Curated Fiction.
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Curated Fiction and Textures of Voice
As I Lay Dying presents the opportunity to return to one of the essential guiding theories
governing the formulation of Curated Fiction, in the work of Mikhail Bakhtin. Polyphony
has been explicated in some detail elsewhere, but it should be asserted here that As I Lay
Dying is also a work clearly underscored by acts of polyphonous utterance. Moreover,
according to John Mullan, Bakhtin asserted that disparate voices and the layers of
language they codified were capable of eliciting narrative strength:
[He] believed that the special power of the Novel as a genre was to assort together
different voices and types of language … works that make present the clashes and
incongruities of different voices were to be preferred to those that create a unified
narrative surface. (Mullan 2006, 246)
If the linguistic texture of Faulkner’s novel is anything, it is collisional: voices intersect
with varying degrees of fluidity, so that language veers between poetic and functional,
mundane and opaque. Of the three novels surveyed for this thesis, Faulkner’s is the most
inherently and intrinsically heteroglossic. Alastair Renfrew states that “Bakhtin’s way of
describing the internal condition of any language, its variation and stratification,
produced as individual speakers and social groups interact with and against an abstract
‘standard’ language” (Renfrew 2015, 94). Such a theory also informs Bakhtin’s ideas
regarding novelisation—“how the novel itself is always and definitively in the process of
breaking out into other worlds” (94). Theories regarding polyphony have been
interrogated and refined in the decades since Bakhtin first formulated them. Caryl
Emerson cites Yuri Kriakin doing so, on the basis that polyphony focuses on “verbal
dialogue and its current of ideas, tending to ignore the effect of fully embodied scenes”
(Emerson 1997, 130). Furthermore:
Bakhtin is wrong … when he suggests that self-consciousness is the hero of
Dostoevsky’s novels. Self-deception is the hero—and all of that polyphonic
obfuscation, those thought experiments and endless proliferation of alternatives
… are designed by their author not to provide the major heroes with invigorating,
open-ended options but rather to thicken and darken the texture of the work [italics
mine] … and to test the heroes on their conflicted way to the truth. (130–131)
This might well have been written directly regarding As I Lay Dying. Faulkner’s aesthetic
approach to the narrative choices he makes are based on ‘thickening and darkening’;
herein lies the clear appeal of such a technique for Curated Fiction, predicating narration
on the basis of simple subjectivity which allows individual narrators to obfuscate and
perhaps even experiment with their own telling of stories that other narrators will either
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endorse, refute, contrast or contradict. It is important to consider polyphony then not as a
singular, superficial entity or prism through which the narrative construction of a novel
can be perceived; rather, it is whole-narrative concept, embedded in specific language
choices which reveal deeper moral and social complexities—and the ultimate aim of such
complexity is to allow characters to dissemble, to either avoid the truth completely or
conceal it from themselves for as long as possible. A further criticism of Bakhtin’s
polyphony is that it precludes “a silent finger pointing at the truth” (130) which, according
to Kriakin, Dostoevsky liked to include in his major scenes. In As I Lay Dying we again
see vast variation in the function, purpose, intention and shape of language—or, in some
cases, the absence of language: Cash is empirical, Anse is self-indulgent, Vardaman is
confused, Darl is prophetic, Dewey Dell is naïve. Language in Faulkner’s novel is
simultaneously useful and brutally ineffective.
Faulkner has composed his assembly of voices so that an interrogation of narrative
complexity is invited, if not essential. It affords a clear dissection of the difference
between ‘who sees and who speaks’ (Genette, 1980) and underscoring this is the concept
of the disnarrated, “the elements in a narrative that explicitly consider and refer to what
does not take place” (Prince 2003, 22). I will contend that Vardaman provides examples
of this in the novel and that disnarration can provide yet another arrow in the quiver of
Curated Fiction. As I Lay Dying also invites reading as a regret narrative (Beatty, 2017),
by which we can dissect alternative points of departure for events in the novel and work
backwards from them to entertain different narrative possibilities and how characters
might have responded differently had different choices been made. Regret narratives offer
close alignment with the principles of Curated Fiction and work to create narrative
richness; if a compelling development of fictional possibility is generated by the author
asking ‘What if?’, regret narratives also afford the reader this opportunity.
For these reasons, As I Lay Dying allows further close examination of Curated
Fiction in practice. The novel inhabits a self-contained linguistic universe which not only
locates it regionally; Faulkner institutes polyphony to inhabit the minds and perceptions
of his characters to create a network of associations, connections, responses and
provocations within and between each of the novel’s accounts. I will subsequently
interrogate the intersection between orality and narration to enact variability of narrative
roles between characters; Darl is imbued with powers of omniscience and many
characters with degrees of unreliability. I will offer analyses of the characters of Darl and
Vardaman as exemplars of a triangular, polyphonous character-narration-language
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construct; I will also examine Addie’s narration as further illustrating the merits of
narrating post-mortem in the context of Curated Fiction. In particular I will argue that
despite his descent into madness, it is Darl who acts essentially as a Curator (delineating
Faulkner’s authorial absence from the narrative project), coalescing his powers of
omniscience to provide commentary beyond his immediate or knowable experience
within the storyworld of this novel; indeed, there may be some correlation between his
omniscience and his departure from sanity at the novel’s conclusion.
Curated Fiction and ‘Filling a Lack’
Curated Fiction as a narrative construct draws on the evolution of techniques such as
stream-of-consciousness and second-person narration. Faulkner’s propensity to
experiment with narrative form and voice may have emanated directly from the impetus
of modernist writers to completely reinvent language and through that reinvention,
reshape the way the world is represented. As with Waterland we will come to identify As
I Lay Dying as an explicitly polyphonous work; explicitly, because Faulkner offers acute
constructions of language that are intended to illuminate thought-processes as well as
inhabit character, drive the action, offer reflection and (as mentioned) create ambiguity.
Judith Lockyer notes that “Addie is the novel’s strongest proponent of the frailty of
language, [and] Darl Bundren embodies the conviction that the word can create reality
and connect isolated consciousnesses” (Lockyer 1987, 165); perceptions and tensions that
exist in the narrative space between these apparently contrasting positions are enacted by
curation. Specifically, we can perceive Curated Fiction as narratively holistic; if
someone’s account of a specific event (their experience and their perception of it) is
definitive, it is so because language has created definition—arguably, this is Darl’s main
function. Similarly, if someone wants to dissemble, or distort an account of something,
language offers the opportunity to do so—indeed, words become “a shape to fill a lack”
to use Addie’s memorable phrase (AILD 156). In other words, acts of curation can occur
at the individual level as well as the macro level, the organisational level, and the two
positions Addie and Darl occupy along Faulkner’s narrative spectrum provide sound
illustration of this.
In Faulkner’s willingness to experiment, we find evidence of a novelist using the
vernacular and social stratification inherent in his local regionality to inhabit a modernist
literary world. As I Lay Dying works as multiple meeting points: ‘simple’ working-class
folk, undertaking the apparently mundane task of observing their wife/mother’s wish to
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be buried with her own folk, ferrying her body in its handcrafted coffin across a landscape
symbolised through fire and flood, rendered in language that is simultaneously poetic,
melancholic, absurd and deceptively simplistic—and more importantly, language that is
explicitly identified as being restrictive in its capacity for narration, as we note Addie’s
complaint that “words don’t ever fit what they are trying to say at” (AILD 155). For these
reasons, As I Lay Dying provides specific insight into the core narrative and aesthetic
function of Curated Fiction, namely that a direct sense of navigation is required by the
reader to orient themselves within the storyworld in order to process what is happening
and why, and also that language and perspective are manipulated through multiple points
of view to complicate perceptions of events and how characters (and by extension the
reader) may respond to them. It should be noted that in crafting this approach, Faulkner
pretends at omniscience; As I Lay Dying is Curated Fiction without an apparent Curator.
Such absence is another agent in the ‘thickening and darkening’ of the storyworld and the
experience of engaging with it; the tension inherent in doing so is what underscores the
power of Curated Fiction as narrative architecture. I will return to the notion of Faulkner’s
absence active later in this chapter, but first I will explicate the concept of “regret
narratives” (Beatty 2017) as another means by which Faulkner thickens and darkens his
novel.

Curated Fiction and the Disnarrated: Regret Narratives and Implied Authorship
Regret narratives can elicit a sense of unreliable narration, another component of Curated
Fiction. In his paper Narrative Possibility and Narrative Explanation, John Beatty uses a
diagram, such as below, to illustrate “the structure of the world described and explained
by narratives” (2017, 31):
01
B1
02
A

03
B2
04

Beatty contends that
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A—B1—02 explains 02 in the context of surrounding branches. Such a narrative
is a causal explanation in the sense that it highlights counterfactual differencemaking events. But it is a particular kind of counterfactual difference-making
explanation … The unrealised histories A—B2—03 and A—B2—04 are relevant
context. They communicate that B1 was not bound to occur at the time of A, B2
was also a real possibility and that 02 would not have occurred had B2 occurred
instead. (31–2)
Narrative

possibility

is

governed

by

choice:

choices

made

by

authors,

experienced/enacted by characters. In addition, such a diagram might be connected to
structural choice, in terms of a sequence of events; the author might begin with 04 and
conclude at B1, for example, working backwards from a concluding episode to navigate
the events that created it and/or explore some of the choices made and the consequences
they trigger. Among other things, this also affords the utility of time as a governing
structural principle. Beatty further argues that regret narratives “will hopefully motivate
close attention to ways in which they help us make sense of things … it involves
comparing what happened with what in fact did not” (32–3). We only have regret that we
did not follow a different path or make a different choice.
The utility of this approach for Curated Fiction is considerable. The Curator is,
for argument’ sake, positioned at A while the array of narrators are at 01, 02, 03 and so
on; the narrators may or may not express regret at their involvement in the events being
narrated but it is entirely possible for the Curator to do so. This affords the Curator a role
that might be recognised as judgemental—especially if the Curator offers some subjective
or intrusive commentary in the events of the story. Thus, a complexity of relationships is
possible: the Curator might regard Narrator 02 fondly but distrust 01, be related to 04 but
in love with 03, and so on. This may determine who is privileged or marginalised in the
construction (telling) of the story—and it delineates one narrative while recognising,
which the reader may also recognise, that others are possible.
With reference to Curated Fiction, regret narratives should be linked to the
Implied Author, and for context I will briefly revisit some notions relating to aesthetic
distance. According to Booth, “the novelist will find himself in difficulties if he tries to
discover some ideal distance that all works ought to seek” (RF, 123). To summarise, if
distance in work is too great, the work may disconnect the reader as being improbable or
absurd; if too close, “the work becomes too personal and cannot be enjoyed as art” (122).
Booth continues,
‘Aesthetic distance’ is in fact many different effects, some of them quite
inappropriate to some kinds of works. More important, distance is never an end in
309

itself … When Chikamatsu, for example, urges that poets avoid all emotional
epithets, he does so in order to increase the emotional effect in the reader. … “It
is essential that one not say of a thing that ‘it is sad,’ but that it be sad of itself.”
When Brecht … asks for a ‘pervading coolness’ … what he really wants is to
increase the emotional distance in order to involve the reader’s social judgement
more deeply. (123)
In As I Lay Dying, Dewey Dell encapsulates the features of a regret narrative; through
this lens, we can also determine Faulkner’s nebulous presence as an Implied Author.
Dewey Dell does not reveal her pregnancy to anyone in her family (although Darl knows)
and resolves to procure an abortion when the family arrive in Jackson for Addie’s
interment; this brings her into contact with a shady drug store owner named MacGowan,
who takes advantage of her. In return for the promise of a successful treatment, he
persuades Dewey Dell to have sex; to compound matters, the money to pay for the
abortion is stolen by Anse. Dewey Dell realises she has been fooled by MacGowan: “She
looks at me [Vardaman]. ‘It ain’t going to work,’ she says. ‘That son of a bitch.’” (AILD
232). She states “it ain’t going to work” several times, clearly grappling with the enormity
of this fact in her mind. One of Faulkner’s gifts is the ability to create empathy for his
characters; arguably, Dewey Dell even has a sort of comic nobility about her. This is
crushed in the next section of the novel she narrates, as Anse interrogates her about the
source of the money he takes from her, and she is reduced to a series of exasperated pleas:
“Pa. Pa. … It was give to me to buy something with. … Pa. Pa” (236). Dewey Dell’s arc
in the story represents a regret narrative in that, despite her efforts, she will remain
pregnant. There is mounting tension between her and Darl over the pregnancy as he
refuses to take action either against Lafe, the father of the child, or by telling Anse. She
attacks Darl near the end of the novel, “scratching and clawing at him like a wild cat”
(218); perhaps, if we read her arc as a regret narrative, this is catharsis, the moment of
frustrations being released as Dewey Dell confronts the futility of her actions. She rarely
makes distinct emotional declarations, so attacking Darl, venting her frustration at her
failure to procure an abortion, is an intense dramatic moment. However, she is stoic
throughout the novel as many of the characters are; this compounds the tragedy of their
circumstances. We, as Readers, are invited to fill in some emotional gaps. Such gaps are
nearly essential in the construction of Curated Fiction and therefore regret narratives and
resulting emotional distance are central features of this framework. Implied authorship,
then, must have an ‘implied reader’; the success of a work of fiction may depend on the
successful navigation of it by that reader. In other words, the more obtuse or ‘difficult’ a
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work, the more sophisticated the act of navigation must be. Booth argues that
Though the old-style effort to find the theme or moral has been generally
repudiated, the new-style search for the ‘meaning’ which the work
‘communicates’ or ‘symbolises’ can yield the same kinds of misreading. … Both
types of search … express a basic need: the reader’s need to know where, in the
world of values, he stands—that is, to know where the author wants him to stand.
(RF 73)
Booth further argues that the complexity of works of fiction is such that to identify any
one meaning and “to announce it as what the work is for is to do a very small part of the
critical task” (73); more significantly, “writers who are successful in getting their readers
to reserve judgement are not impartial about whether judgement should be reserved” (77).
This allows us to converse, as it were, with Faulkner: are we to judge Dewey Dell for her
pregnancy? Are we to judge Anse for his laziness and opportunism? Vardaman for
drilling holes into his deceased mother’s face? Darl for setting the barn on fire? These are
complex questions, and different readers will answer them differently; the answers may
be complicated and are not necessarily the focus of this thesis, however it is worth
considering the variability with which Faulkner invites such judgement.
To what extent then can it be argued that Faulkner is absent from this work? That
there is no clear answer to such a question illustrates the value of Curated Fiction as an
aesthetic principle, one which uncouples a story from the circumstance of its creation or
the identity of its author. On first appearance, Faulkner seems absent as there no evidence
of his direct narrative intrusion into the novel’s events; however, we can assume that the
chapters as they appear in the book are arranged in their order for specific reasons,
suggesting a sense of coordination that we identify as authorial; in addition, and with
considerable sophistication, the subtle ways in which readers are invited to judge
characters provides evidence of Faulkner ‘watching’ us read.
Gerald Prince coins the term “disnarrated” which provides another frame for this
discussion about the intersection between author/narrator/character/reader (Prince 1988);
essentially, disnarration represents “the paradox of ‘narrating’ or including in a narrative
what does not occur” (Beatty 2017, p. 35). The disnarrated might include
Unfulfilled expectations, unwarranted beliefs, failed attempts, crushed hopes,
suppositions and false calculations, errors and lies, and so forth … the disnarrated
provides one of the important means for emphasising tellability [emphasis added]:
this narrative is worth narrating because it could not have been otherwise, because
it usually is otherwise, because it was not otherwise. (Prince 1988, 5)
“Tellability” is key here, recalling the tension between diegesis and mimesis in
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fundamental considerations of narrative voice. In addition, concepts of orality are also
returned to focus—Faulkner is not narrating As I Lay Dying, he is telling it (through, of
course, the multiple voices of his characters—so perhaps more accurately, they are telling
it). Dewey Dell epitomises the failed attempts and crushed hopes about which Prince
writes; consequently, ‘simultaneous’ narration is occurring, and the reader might
reasonably ask, ‘What if she had been successful?’ In terms of dramatic irony, perhaps
the reader understands that she will not be; she might have been; it may make no
difference to her family, since Addie is still dead and requires burial and this is the
overriding narrative situation of the novel. Since it is not terminated, however, her
pregnancy may make a difference to the family after the events of the novel have
concluded. On this basis, it is possible to dissect and examine narrative layers that are
composed of hypothetical or counterfactual events as much as they are actual, narrated
events, and as such, disnarration is a valid source of narrative enrichment in the context
of Curated Fiction, whereby the subjectivity of narrative accounts will lead to possible
omissions, contradictions, gaps, misunderstandings or assumptions. Tension therefore
exists within the curatorial role, emanating from the extent to which these matters should
be ‘tidied up’ or not in the act of curation.

Curated Fiction and Unreliable Truth: Vardaman and Addie
Constant navigation is required in engaging with the various narrative threads of As I Lay
Dying, owing to the aesthetic choices Faulkner has made in employing sixteen different
narrators and maintaining authorial distance. One specific effect of this consequence is a
deliberate confusion; as Booth says, “Many modern works use the same kind of
confusing, unreliable narration in a deliberate polemic against the conventional notions
of reality and in favour of the superior reality given by the world of the book” (RF 288).
Such an effect fits inside a broader discussion that embeds narrative unreliability within
Curated Fiction. P.K. Hansen defines unreliable narration as occurring when the act of
reading “changes focus from what is being told to the one who is telling” (2007, 230).
This is likely to inculcate subjectivity; significantly, it precludes authorial presence.
Faulkner himself has claimed that “tragedy is the impossibility—or at least the
tremendous difficulty, of communication” (Meriwether & Millgate 1980, 70–71).
Curated Fiction, then, can be delineated as a sequence of acts confronting that
impossibility. If experience of an event is subjective, Curated Fiction privileges the
experience rather than the event and in doing so, communicates character as an inherent
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factor within the narrative act.
To illustrate this point, I will focus on the character of Vardaman, before offering
an examination of Addie’s chapter and the role of Darl. In differing ways, Vardaman and
Darl both embody this concept in the novel, but I will discuss Darl subsequently in
relation to omniscience, to evince the argument that he is the novel’s Curator. Like Darl,
Vardaman has a unique and specific language frame in the novel; he is approximately ten
years old (his exact age is never specified) and struggling to process the events he
witnesses, most significantly of course the death of his mother. According to Kathryn
Olsen, “Vardaman’s understanding of the world and his unique way of expressing it are
crucial to this novel” (2010, 104). This is evident in two incidents: his single-sentence
chapter, “My mother is a fish” (AILD 73), and the episode in which—thinking that his
mother cannot breathe inside her coffin, itself a touching reminder that he is not aware of
the truth—he drills holes in the lid, injuring his mother’s face. Both of these represent
different facets of unreliability as a narrative construct; the former, as a statement of
metaphor, precludes the clear truth of Addie Bundren’s human form, and the second,
presents a grotesque fact that threatens to intrude on reader engagement—it may, however
briefly, shock us out of the story. Prior to seeing his mother die, Vardaman has caught a
fish which is cut up into pieces of “not-fish” so that Vardaman has “not-blood” on his
hands (47). Vardaman’s narration is perhaps the most explicitly confusing of any of the
novel’s voices; he is almost constantly conflating images and experiences, many of them
with the state of his mother. He is alarmed that Cash intends to secure her in the coffin he
has made: “I said, are you going to nail it shut Cash. Nail it? Nail it?” (58). On the
following page, Vardaman appears to have confused his mother with both a rabbit and
the not-fish:
And so if Cash nails the box up, she is not a rabbit. And so if she is not a rabbit I
couldn’t breathe in the crib and Cash is going to nail it up. And so if she lets him
it is not her. I know. I was there. I saw when it did not be her. I saw. They think it
is and Cash is going to nail it up.
It was not her because it was lying right yonder in the dirt. And now it’s all
chopped up. I chopped it up. It’s laying in the kitchen in the bleeding pan. (59)
Vardaman is attempting to process his experiences, and of interest here is how the
narrative act of processing is rendered. Much of Vardaman’s narration is almost but not
quite stream-of-consciousness, where essentially normal editorial conventions regarding
punctuation and the sequencing of thoughts has been removed. Additionally, as Olsen
states,
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[Vardaman] manipulates language in the most overt manner, purging his mother’s
death by identifying her with the fish he catches and subsequently dismembers.
He does more than simply conflate the two deaths, though. Rather, Vardaman uses
negation and annihilation, unraveling the functions of language in time and space,
to spur the regeneration of his mother as an active force. (2010, 104)
Echoed, in the novel extract quoted above, are two notions that are clearly dominant in
his thinking: that is mother is not in the coffin, and that Cash is going to nail it up. His
drilling ‘breathing holes’ in the lid of the coffin, which unintentionally damage her face,
is a poignant yet confronting demonstration of both his innocence and dramatic irony;
we, as Readers, know that she is deceased.
Through the lens of Curated Fiction, Vardaman’s role in the narrative project of
As I Lay Dying is compelling. The specific semantics of his narrative voice illustrate the
concept that, in Curated Fiction, voice can equal character. If we consider that Curated
Fiction allows for the stratification of meaning within and between narrative voices, that
meaning will be derived from multiple sources, and specifically individual, idiosyncratic
perceptions of particular events—in this case, Addie’s death and her desire to be buried
in Jefferson—is the most abundant source. Through Vardaman, the nature of reality in
Faulkner’s storyworld is questioned, literature has little fundamental purpose if not to
pose significant questions about the intersection between truth and fiction and the shifting
relationship that authors, narrators, characters and readers might exhibit with it.
Curated Fiction enacts an ironic inadequacy of language. Addie Bundren’s chapter
perfectly encapsulates Faulkner’s “impossibility of communication”, most explicitly in
her claim “That was when I learned that words are no good; that words don’t ever fit what
they are trying to say at” (AILD 155). Addie’s chapter centralises the idea that Faulkner
is not, in this novel, advocating language merely as a means of communication—indeed,
the notion seems nearly trivial. Rather, he replaces language with self: the characters of
this novel are embodiments of language, and thus of narration. He is able to do this
because of the pluralised opportunity that Curated Fiction affords, to divide perception
across a variety of characters who are each attempting to maintain their sense of self in
increasingly fraught emotional circumstances. Bleikasten asserts that “selves are fictions
anyhow—more or less random, more or less ingenious combinations of images and
identifications. Selves are texts: motely tissues woven from reminiscences and
borrowings: the pattern may be new and original, the material never is” (1990, 3). Perhaps
As I Lay Dying can be read as a sequence of dissolving selves; Dewey Dell loses her
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composure at the end of the novel, arguably in light of her failure to procure an abortion;
Darl’s sanity unravels; Cash’s dissolution is physical, in the form of his broken leg. Addie
literally decomposes. P.K. Babu reminds us that “in Faulkner the persistence of the
writerly dilemma of constituting a narrated self while relying on an ever elusive medium
of language, is cogent” (2016, 18). This dissolution of the self is possible via Curated
Fiction in that a Curator is allowing characters to speak for themselves; as a result,
characters will make decisions about what is revealed and what is concealed and
consequently they will reveal something of themselves—as trustworthy or not, for
example. This might be considered a sense of narrative (dis)honesty—when given the
opportunity to record events in which you played a significant part, and your role in those
events was not (for whatever reason) admirable, to what extent do you rewrite that role?
This also feeds into considerations of unreliable narration—however, I don’t consider
Addie’s narration unreliable; her account is rather one of ‘setting the record straight’ and
even filling in gaps that have emerged in our comprehension of the story to that point:
identifying Jewel’s father, for example, as the Reverend Whitfield.
Addie’s section enacts, to use the phrase from this chapter’s title, anti-language.
This is evident physically in the text:
and then I would find that I had forgotten the name of the jar. I would think: The
shape of my body where I used to be a virgin is the shape of a
and I
couldn’t think Anse, couldn’t think Anse. It was not that I could think of myself
as no longer unvirgin, because I was three now. (AILD, p.157)
The physical gap signifies thought entering the text: Addie does not have a word to
describe the shape she needs—this is literally, to paraphrase another of Addie’s
aphorisms, the lack standing in for the shape (of the word). Kaufman argues that the gap
is “an inverse of the coffin. Addie’s womb instead of her tomb, a lack instead of a
presence” (1993, 113). Gaps permeate the novel in varied ways, perhaps most notably
within narrations as some characters (Vardaman, as we have seen, and Darl) struggle to
connect events with experience, or the actions of family members with common sense.
Gaps also occur between narrative events; it is significant that Darl narrates the moment
of Addie’s death despite not being present at the house to witness it. One thematic
through-line of the novel presents the Bundrens as a fractured family unit and Addie
confirms this by ruminating how words, with their gaps between meaning and intention,
are nearly always the cause of such fracturing. Faulkner weaves a clever oxymoronic
thread through the novel: as Kaufman concisely summarises, “Opposites equal, absence
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makes presence” (113).
Addie’s voice renders the novel unreal: the impact of this in a work that is already
freely innovating narrative methods, voices and structures cannot be underestimated.
Curated Fiction, then, allows for some profound ironies to be facilitated in creating
fiction: the perception of an experience can become the experience, and the recounting of
an event can become the event. Importantly, as a result, the line between character and
narration blurs, and with it the traditional demarcations that separate truth, reality, and
fiction. In this way, language can be made to work against itself, to reveal meaning
through what it cannot, or is not allowed to, convey.

Curated Fiction and Omniscience: Darl as Curator
As noted, Darl narrates the moment of Addie’s death (which he perceives, not being
present when it happens). I will now examine Darl’s role in the novel as a Curator, and
in doing so I will first consider the concept of a narrator’s isolation. According to
Booth:
Perhaps the most important effect of traveling with a narrator who is
unaccompanied by a helpful author is that of decreasing emotional distance. We
have seen that much traditional commentary was used to increase sympathy or to
apologise for faults. When an author chooses to forego such rhetoric, he may do
so because … his central intelligence is of the kind that will seem most
sympathetic if presented as an isolated, unaided consciousness, without the
support that a reliable narrator or observer would lend. …So long as what the
character thinks and feels can be taken directly as a reliable clue about the
circumstances he faces, the reader can experience those circumstances with him
even more strongly because of his moral isolation [emphasis added]. Such
isolation can be used to create an almost unbearably poignant sense of the hero’s
or heroine’s helplessness in a chaotic, friendless world. (RF 274)
Darl is arguably the privileged narrator of the novel, and this alone imbues him with some
Curatorial qualities. He narrates most frequently and seems to have powers not afforded
other characters—namely, to narrate the thoughts of others, as well as narrating events at
which he is not present. He and Vardaman represent either end of the narrative spectrum
of the novel; Vardaman appears naïve and unable to process the events in which he is
involved; Darl, on the other hand, not only processes what is happening but is actively
involved in much of it, directly or presumptively. Questions of reliability concerning the
novel’s narrations coalesce around him: he seems to walk a tenuous line between a
structural role (narrator as mediator) and a semantic role, or narrator as character (Hansen
2007, 231). With specific reference to concepts of Curated Fiction, it is through Darl that
316

conditions of ambiguity enter the novel; in this case, the reader must navigate the ending
with specific regard to whether or not Darl descends into insanity. His breakdown can be
read as a dramatic manifestation of the novel’s core tension, between speaking/acting and
meaning: a significant irony, for example, exists in the fact that it is Darl who attempts to
burn down the barn where Addie’s coffin is stored at the end of a day’s travel (and not so
long after Darl has been instrumental in saving the coffin after it was washed off their
wagon during a courageous but poorly planned attempt to cross a flooded river). The
irony is twofold; Darl reports that “I cannot love my mother because I have no mother,”
(AILD 82) and later on, Cash rationalises Darl’s actions in setting the fire: “and then when
Darl seen that it looked like one of us would have to do something, I can also believe he
done right in a way” (AILD 214). It is the setting of the fire that prompts the family to
consider Darl insane; however, reaction to the arson attack also allows Faulkner to further
illustrate Anse as someone willing to take any shortcuts and save money by any means
necessary, as it is easier to have Darl committed to an asylum than to face a lawsuit for
the loss of the barn. Darl disowns his mother, and is in turn disowned by Addie in her
chapter, so there is little of a meaningful maternal relationship in place—and yet it is Darl,
in setting fire to the barn, who acts to conclusively end the ordeal of the family’s funeral
procession and commit his mother to ashes. He does not succeed; Jewel burns himself
badly in recovering the coffin from the flames. The setting of the fire, however, affords
Darl a controlling hand in the narrative, essential in recognising Darl as Curator. This is
subsequently complicated by the representation of his insanity, the ambiguous realisation
of which compounds the entanglement of reader/storyworld trust and establishes yet again
the crucial element of unreliability.
I contend that this further distances the author from the act/s of narration. We
recognise a triangular relationship at work in the reading of a novel—between the reader,
the narrator(s) and the author. On some occasions the author and the narrator may be the
same person; on other occasions, the author imparts responsibilities for narration onto one
or more of his or her characters—but in doing so there remains vestiges of authorial
presence in the ordering of chapters or decisions regarding sequence and so on. This
reinforces the important notion that authorial absence in a work fiction can only ever be
an illusion (Booth, 1983), however comprehensive and well-conceived the illusion might
be. In As I Lay Dying, Faulkner exposes the reader to a complex game of shifting roles,
cross-referencing, and varying perceptions—and in doing so, provocatively situates
language itself as being insufficient. This is most clearly evident in the chapter narrated
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by Addie Bundren herself who, when she ‘speaks’ in the novel, has been dead for three
or four days but it is equally present in the shift away from reality that Darl experiences
as the novel progresses. Significantly though, Faulkner establishes and maintains tension
in that gap between how words are used and what they mean—a tension that Michael
Kaufmann summarises as “narrative [that] reflects the fossilizing print that embodies it,
a shaping force but also an encasing one” (1993, 101). Thus, in Darl, as with Addie and
Vardaman, we have a representation of language acting in contrast with its function to
tell; this is the central, elemental tension at the heart of Curated Fiction and its propensity
to enrich narrative texture.

Conclusion
As I Lay Dying can be mapped using Curated Fiction as a guiding principle, whereby
subjectivity and truth in the telling can be undermined by inherent self-interest, naivety
or self-consciousness on the part of respective individual narrators; by the devolution of
language to self; by the propensity for language to be contradictory or absence-making as
much as it can distil or clarify. The result is a negotiable point of junction at which author,
narrator, character, and reader come together to navigate the various experiences such a
project affords. This extends our understanding of fiction and its possibilities well beyond
what Mikhail Bakhtin believed was “works that make present the clashes and
incongruities of different voices” (Mullan 2006, 246); those clashes and incongruities
extend from voice outwards into the realm of perception and consequent emotional truths.
In Curated Fiction, these points of intersection—where language meets and must deal
with its absence, where self meets experience—are made explicit so that a meaningful
and/or provocative engagement with the storyworld and its many invitations is catalysed.
In the next chapter I will map those intersections from my own creative experience, in
discussing how The Sand evolved as a work of Curated Fiction and analysing several key
passages from the novel as evidence of the concept as an inherently generative force.

318

Chapter Five
Curated Fiction and The Sand
Background
The Sand is inspired by a well-known Tasmanian ‘cold case’: the unsolved murder of an
Italian backpacker on Beaumaris Beach, on Tasmania’s east coast, in October 1995.
Victoria Cafasso was repeatedly stabbed and beaten, and despite the very public setting
and timing of this attack—while she sunbathed, some time during late morning, while an
estimated fifty or so people were elsewhere on the beach—no one offered concrete
eyewitness evidence to investigating police, and to date no one has been charged. A
coronial investigation concluded that several errors of process were committed by police
who initially attended the scene, along the lines of failing to preserve evidence and not
immediately closing the beach as a crime scene. Significant rumours have infiltrated the
community in the years since, suggesting that the identity of the perpetrator is well known
to local residents, but fear of retribution prevents disclosure to the police; that the
publication of a ‘true crime’ anthology featuring the Cafasso murder was hampered by
direct threats made to the author; and that the 1996 Port Arthur Massacre was somehow
linked to the deaths of Cafasso and also German backpacker Nancy Grunwaldt, who
disappeared without trace approximately eighteen months prior, from the same area of
the east coast where Cafasso was murdered. The Sand emerges from the complexity of
myth and truth relating to this murder. It beggars belief that no one has offered police a
solid eyewitness account of what occurred on the beach that day, and the layers of trauma
that have affected individuals and the community in the decades since provide a central
catalyst for how a shocking event can create opportunity for reflection, change and
awakening. In the narrative spaces that Curated Fiction creates for such reflection, change
and awakening, the compelling forces of ambiguity and speculation are also able to
evolve.
I have chosen, in crafting the manuscript, to set the murder almost in the
background; the discovery of Maria Fabri’s body occupies the opening section but
thereafter is referred to only in terms of frustration at no sufficient progress being made
in the case. Of greater narrative significance are the lives of the people touched by this
crime, and it is these people who are privileged in the manuscript through being accorded
the opportunity to relate their perspective of events in their own voice. The Curator is
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Sally Ringholt, who has taken it upon herself to request these various accounts, and who
has taken responsibility for ordering, editing, and sequencing them. The novel therefore
is crafted as a result of her endeavour, not that of the writer named Cameron Hindrum. In
explicating, synthesising and endorsing the aforementioned elements of Curated Fiction
that I have illustrated through other works of fiction in previous chapters, I will examine
Sally’s function as Narrator, Curator and Character: the core understanding will be
established that she operates as all three simultaneously. Crucially, the reader must decide
what Sally’s intentions and motivations are in commissioning and assembling these
accounts; and equally importantly, whether she is to be entirely trusted.
It is significant to consider who she called upon to provide an account of the
murder of Maria Fabri and its consequences for the people of Beaumaris, on Tasmania’s
east coast. It is worth noting, first and foremost, that the final draft of The Sand features
the use of actual placenames in Tasmania, where previously these had been fictionalised.
This was done as yet another, perhaps minor, consideration of the overall project—while
the crime depicted in the manuscript is based on fact, all other events and characters are
pure invention; however, an air of verisimilitude is established if one can identify the
places in which events take place as real places, and this in turn supports the establishment
of a ‘documentary’ style, almost of reportage, which pervades the manuscript. Tonally,
the various accounts present in the manuscript veer between confession (though not the
one the reader is expecting), reportage, observation, recall and memoir. This is enabled
by two means: the usage of particular voices as might be dictated by circumstance, and
by the deeper artistic imperative to use the murder of Maria Fabri as a catalyst to enact
confrontation with confronting or traumatic episodes in the histories of the various
narrators (eight in total).
The separate narrators in The Sand are Sally, the novel’s Curator and owner of the
local shop; Belinda, a nurse who is attempting to keep a traumatic professional experience
at bay—to the extent that we learn via footnote on the first page of the novel that Belinda
is not her real name; Fat Dave, the local bartender; Constable Nicholas Perks, novice
police officer; Ben Smart, a journalist and former Beaumaris resident, who returns upon
news of Maria’s death to lay his own ghosts to rest; Dan Smart, his brother, who is in a
somewhat nebulous romantic relationship with Maria Fabri; Maria, who narrates a
chapter post-mortem; and Detective Sergeant Paul Whitaker, the cynical detective who is
assigned to the murder investigation with his partner, Owen McCoy. Sally, Maria, and
Whitaker have only one section, Dan has two, and the others have several, and we shift
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between them as events largely move forward during the narrative time of the novel
(approximately seven days). Notably, time is not static in the novel—some sections
provide a clear chronological advance to the next narrative event or the next moment in
time; others overlay the same period of time, such as in the opening section when Maria’s
body is found.

The Sand: Context and Synthesis
I will now synthesise the concepts of Curated Fiction explicated thus far in my thesis
through analysis of selected sections of my manuscript The Sand. This will demonstrate
my application of these concepts—relating to orality, trauma and the intersections of truth
and fiction—already examined in previous chapters, but it will also allow important
exegetical discussion of two principles of Curated Fiction not yet (or only summarily)
covered: you-narration, and the disnarrated (Dannenberg 2014; Prince 1988). I will
briefly summarise both of these principles before providing some detailed analysis of key
sections of The Sand in order to define it as Curated Fiction.
You-narration creates a sense of specific address in order to frame narration as an
act of communication for a person, character, or implied reader(s). Where the “I” of firstperson narration completely subjectifies the narration, channelling it through a singular
consciousness, and third-person narration ostensibly objectifies the narration through
degrees of omniscience, you-narration locates the precise communicative act of
narration—it suggests that events are being narrated with a specific audience for them.
The use of such narration is complicated in terms of who this specific audience is—
another character in the storyworld, a character outside the storyworld, or an implied
reader. Regarding Curated Fiction, this method of narration carries with it an important
sense of involvement through which empathy is generated. Jarmila Mildorf argues that
we should distinguish two types of involvement: “aesthetic-reflexive involvement on the
one hand, and affective-emotional on the other” (Mildorf 2016, 148). The first of these
engages with the intellectual properties of reading, and the second generates empathy. In
a given work of fiction with you-narration as a feature, the act of reading might constitute
navigating between the two, or it might privilege one over the other depending on
authorial intention.
You were always busy, always flitting around. Bustling here, tidying there. In
your apron. Smiling. I miss you. (Belinda, TS 9)
…
This is roughly what I know. I hope it’s helpful, but I don’t know what good it’ll
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do. Honestly, love, what’s the point? Not going to change anything. Bringing it
all up again. You should be taking it easy, putting your feet up. You earned it love.
Why go through it all again?
Only for you, Sal. Wouldn’t be arsed for anyone else. (Fat Dave, TS 14)
These two examples catalyse important moments in the narrative; when Belinda uses the
second-person pronoun, the reader may have inferred that she is referring to Sally, but the
moment may be unexpected and an intellectual process of determining who ‘you’ is
instigated; in addition, a small measure of foreshadowing is present in the simple ‘I miss
you’, immediately inviting a consideration of what has befallen these characters even at
this very early stage in the novel. While both examples are empathetic, Fat Dave’s infers
a relationship between the two, offering concern for Sally’s wellbeing in wanting to relive
the traumatic moments that unfold.
I contend that Curated Fiction has a singular capacity to generate empathy by
means of connecting the reader to events being narrated at a level of relatability, and
further that this is specifically driven by the act of curation—that first-person viewpoints
are offered as subjective (and therefore personal) accounts of events, which are offered
in response to and for the benefit of the curator; in the specific context of The Sand,
second-person references are to Sally10, the character who has commissioned and collated
the accounts of what happened by the other characters. You-narration can also be
complicated by considerations of address and reference: if the ‘you’ is another character
in the storyworld, are they aware that they are being addressed, and what implications
does this have for acts of narration and the construction of empathy? Below are several
further examples from The Sand, to provide illustration.
You asked him if he was all right. ‘He looked like death’—do you remember
telling me that later? ‘I honestly thought he’d had a stroke or a heart attack or
something right there in the Shop, he looked like he was just about to check out
on me.’
Albie looked at you. He could still only manage a hoarse whisper. ‘I don’t know’,
he said. ‘But, but.’
There you are, placing one of your gentle hands on his shoulder. ‘What’s up? Is it
your heart?’ (Fat Dave, TS 24-5)
Policing is one of those jobs where you learn things as you go. You can’t possibly
learn it all in forty weeks of training, and they tell you that. Keep your eyes and
ears open, they tell you. You’ll pick up the wisdom of the ages. (Const. Nicholas
With one exception: Whitaker’s only section, although emailed to Sally in response to her request, is in
fact addressed to Constable Nicholas Perks as the target of Whitaker’s frustration with the murder
investigation.
10
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Perks, TS 42)
Until now, I have never breathed a word of this, to anyone. Not even after I was
arrested. I’m sure you understand. I wasn’t going to chance seeing that young man
again. Ever. (Belinda, TS 61)
Wish people would stop fuckin askin. Sorry for the language. If it bothers ya,
probably better stop listenin now. (Dan Smart, TS 159)
The example from Perks above is a slight variation on the theme: Perks is essentially
addressing himself here, and in doing so foregrounds the notion that the events in which
he participates have profoundly affected, if not permanently altered, his sense of self. In
this instance, the ‘you’ address function is as much psychological as it is narrative.
In the case of The Sand, the ‘you’ (Sally) is known to all characters who provide
a narrative account, who therefore occupy the storyworld and share a past with her; they
are linked existentially (Fludernik 1993); the setting of The Sand in a small community
necessitates such a link, since the insularity of such communities ensures that pasts are
shared or at least recognisable and identifiable. Recognising this specific function of younarration works to compound a sense of ambiguity in which the reader might identify or
empathise with the events being narrated, and therefore feel involved to some degree in
the events of the storyworld, despite not being invited into that world through a direct
second-person address; in other words, reader involvement is created in the storyworld
despite the system of address-reference being exclusive within it.
As I mentioned in Chapter Four, Gerald Prince coined the term “the disnarrated”
in his 1988 paper of that name, in which he succinctly defined the term’s boundaries:
I am referring to alethic expressions of impossibility or unrealised possibility,
deontic expressions of observed prohibition, epistemic expressions of ignorance,
ontolologic expressions of nonexistence, purely imagined worlds, desired worlds,
or intended worlds, unfulfilled expectations, unwarranted beliefs, failed attempts,
crushed hopes, suppositions and false calculations, errors and lies, and so forth.
(1988, 3)
It is not simply a matter of referring to what doesn’t happen in a narrative—rather, it
suggests the seemingly infinite possibilities of what might happen, what is preferred
rather than actual, what is observed rather than what is real. It therefore suggests
(ambiguously or otherwise) multiple narrative possibilities. Laura Karttunen explains that
this occurs, via negatives, in one of two ways:
Either they name the norm against which a particular event stands out: ‘The queen
wasn’t wearing a hat’ or they hint at hypothetical and unrealised turns of events,
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thus making the narrative richer: ‘In the end, the plane didn’t crash (but it could
have).’ … In the former case the event is reportable, because it is exceptional; in
the latter, an airplane flight that ended well (a normative rather than an exceptional
situation) is rendered tellable by considering the non-normative possibility of the
plane crashing. (2008, 420)
Curated Fiction potentialises the second possibility, rendering events tellable with respect
to what might have happened. The notion of reportability is central to the narrative act
and therefore to disnarration, although choices governing the narrative act can shape a
reportable event in numerous ways. The specific structure afforded by Curated Fiction
allows for gaps, for example, in the reporting of crucial narrative events, and this might
be tied back to the subjectivity of individual narrators within the Curated Fiction context:
narrators are choosing what to report, and what to omit. One reading of the disnarrated
which also applies to Curated Fiction is that of fulfilment: space is created in the narrative
between what happens, or is likely to happen, and that which characters wish would
happen; simply, on this basis, fiction operates as tension between its characters and their
goals within a given storyworld. In narrative types such as fairy tales, the goal is attained
at the end and all is well; in more complex fiction, the attainment of goals may be delayed,
if achieved at all, and that delay constitutes a form of disnarration:
As I’ve come to writing some of these things down, I’ve realised there are things
that I really don’t want to live again, but to avoid them would probably be
dishonest. There’s an opportunity here for me to confront some things and I’ve
been thinking lately that I should take it. The thing about what happened to Maria
is this: when something huge comes out of nowhere and really sets you back
emotionally, it brings things into focus. It’s almost like you can see again after a
period of being blindfolded, stumbling around on automatic pilot. Sometimes a
tragic event drops you back in the driver’s seat, whether you want to be there or
not. (Ben Smart, TS 62)
The things that Ben feels he should confront—whether he wants to or not—are not
disclosed to the reader until later in his accounts; the foreshadowing here creates that
sense of what is not said: what is disnarrated.
Of further interest is the connection between disnarration and the Bakhtinian
notion of voicedness. Karttunen states that “the disnarrated brings into focus the social
norm that a person has failed to live up to, or the Bakhtinian other voice that a text
responds to” (2008, 420); this aligns with the democratisation of narrative that Curated
Fiction affords. In this way, Curated Fiction distorts the line between representation and
reality. I should be clear in stating that this is not an argument about truth in fiction, or
the debate about whether fiction represents truth; rather I am arguing that through the
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curatorial process, Curated Fiction represents narration as an ideological manifestation of
sequenced narrative selves. This is because in The Sand, the narrations do not occur
independently of each other—they are connected through both what is being represented
(the death of Maria and its consequences) and through how such representations are
curated by Sally, with whom each of the narrators has a relationship of varying levels of
closeness. In other words, each narrative account in The Sand is contextualised by the
others. This process of assimilation is central to the function of Curated Fiction as an act
of collective narration; according to Bakhtin,
the topic of a speaking person takes on quite another significance in the ordinary
ideological workings of our consciousness, in the process of assimilating our
consciousness to the ideological world. The ideological becoming of a human
being, in this view, is the process of selectively assimilating the words of others.
(1981, 341)
This further sets what actually happens in The Sand against what should have happened,
reinforcing my contention that the novel is disnarrated. The ideological world of the
characters in The Sand is one where brutal murders do not happen, or when they do, they
are solved. Tension is therefore manifest in the core project of the novel, and that tension
is facilitated by Curated Fiction. Another means of looking at this argument is that, in
essence, The Sand is one long unanswered question; Karttunen reports that “Bakhtin
believed that for every utterance there must be a question to which it represents an
answer” (2008, p. 422), and indeed a central and abiding tenet of fiction generally is the
tension that forms between the establishment of a situation and its resolution. However,
Curated Fiction can be framed as a conversation of sorts, but a metaphorical one founded
on Bakhtinian principles of utterance rather than the more mechanical components of
verbal speech.
The concept of utterance brings Bakhtinian theory into closest alignment with
Curated Fiction; utterance implies an immersive speech act rather than discrete units such
as sentences, and most significantly, utterance must imply the presence of a listener but
suggests the totality of interaction. This interaction must be contextualised within the
social and narrative hierarchy of the relationship between speech and listener, and indeed
I am referring to the ‘listener’ in this case as the Curator. Indeed, the concept of utterance
can be expanded to observe a book itself as a printed utterance which is connected to
other language acts and social contexts (Renfrew 2015) and so we are able to identify
utterance as either belonging to or extending beyond the storyworld. Renfrew concludes
that “the utterance is, in short, the medium in which the architectonic structure of
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interpersonal relations, in life or in literature, becomes perceptible” (2015 65); within the
context of Curated Fiction, then, the utterance constitutes relational connection as well as
narrative connection (through the relating of events) and, importantly, what is actually
narrated merges dramatically and contextually with a social-community context, a
personal-history context and an existential context, further supporting the contention that
Curated Fiction is an act of disnarration. The closed storyworld of Curated Fiction—the
lack of authorial imprimatur—is substantiated in this way. Everything that is narrated in
The Sand is oriented towards Sally Ringholt as ‘Listener’; this is enacted by occasional
second-person references with Sally as the ‘you’, and additionally the narrated events are
contextualised within the deep relationships with place and history that residents of
Beaumaris occupy. In other words, what is narrated in The Sand is an implicit and durable
web of connections, shared experiences and histories and these provide important context
for why the narration is occurring at all; while Sally has overtly commissioned the
different accounts, everyone in the novel is responding to a central traumatic event, in the
murder of Maria Fabri, and so the narration emerges from an attempt to understand what
has happened and how it has impacted/will impact this insular, intimate, comfortable
community.
I will now extract four case studies from The Sand, and explicate them with
reference to the concepts and theories with which I have underpinned this thesis and my
analysis of the exemplary novels in previous chapters. The first of these focuses on the
discovery of Maria’s body, and explicates notions of polyphony and orality (specifically,
Irene Kacandes’ notion of apostrophe), to demonstrate these concepts as pillars in the
narrative architecture of Curated Fiction.
Case Study 1: Maria’s Body
Maria is introduced briefly in the novel in the opening section, narrated by Belinda.
Essentially this is to establish her as young, innocent, and carefree so that the later shock
of her brutal murder is compounded. The discovery of her body is essentially narrated
twice, by Fat Dave (relaying what Albie told him) and then by Constable Nicholas Perks,
a relatively inexperienced police officer who had never seen a body in such a state.
Discovering the body is a catalyst moment in the narrative, in much the same way as that
of Freddie Parr’s body in the lock is, in Waterland. In both narrations, language is
mediated through shock, but the results are quite different as I will illustrate.
The model for analysing these sections of The Sand is provided by Irene Kacandes
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in her work Talk Fiction (2001). Kacandes invokes the term ‘apostrophe’ in its rhetorical
sense of “turning from one’s normal to address someone or something who, by reason of
absence, death, inanimateness, and/or mere rhetorical convention, cannot answer back”
(2001, 144). There is a careful distinction to be made in application of this concept to The
Sand in that the accounts are all (to greater or lesser degrees) addressed to the Curator,
Sally Ringholt; yet, for the most part, although she is ‘listening’, she does not reply. The
use of this technique in The Sand also establishes an interesting ambiguity of address;
although Sally is the addressee of its various accounts, the Reader is also Listening, albeit
at a remove; the aforementioned ability of Curated Fiction to facilitate a closed storyworld
is nevertheless framed as the construction of a fictional project intended to be read. The
tension between intimacy (the term ‘eavesdropping’ is appropriate to describe the
involvement of a reader of Curated Fiction) and distance in a work of this form is another
of its essential elements; the Reader is invited into the events narrated only so far as the
Curator will allow, a silent observer who has no choice but to form judgements of the
actions and characters based on the perspectives of both that are shaped or privileged by
the Curator. Indeed, eavesdropping is not only a suitable descriptor but a metaphor for
the function of the reader as they stand just beyond the closed door of the storyworld,
listening in.
This generates a contradiction which emanates from the central purpose of the
Curation. The act of curation suggests an immediate subjectivity—choices made, some
narrators chosen over others, and within accounts choices regarding editing may also have
been made; which leads us to consider, who are these accounts for? What has motivated
their collation? Are they intended for public consumption? Irene Kacandes states that
such questions as these
constitute an obvious if complex form of talk fiction, since orientation toward
exchange (Talk) is always based on a fiction: that the ‘you’ is animate and capable
of response (whereas the ‘you’ is absent, dead or inanimate); that the message is
not for readers, when it is, since readers read the book; that a specific actual reader
is being called by the narrative voice in the text, whereas any reader could feel
called by it. Recognising both the vocative force of such discourse and the fictions
on which it rests—that it is and is not for you—constitutes the Talk of narrative
apostrophe. (2001, 145)
The complex web of interaction that Curated Fiction creates is inherent, then, in its
systems of address. While there is essentially a static interaction between the narrators
and Sally, as Curator, there are also responses that pepper the manuscript in the form of
footnotes which enact a conversation that Sally has with the accounts (and through them,
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with the reader) as they progress. This footnote is included in Fat Dave’s first section,
when he mentions that Albie makes his way to Sally’s shop:
I will not revisit the events of that morning myself. I will intervene later, as and
when necessary. (Sally Ringholt, TS 23)
And later, during one of Belinda’s accounts:
I cannot be sure but I think this means ‘Nurse Unit Manager’ or similar. I don’t
think it’s a position that would have existed at St Helens Community Hospital,
which has a very small staff relatively speaking, so I wonder whether ‘Belinda’ is
using a term from her former employment. (Sally Ringholt, TS 87)
This second account provides the additional narrative benefit of alluding to Belinda’s
previous employment, revelations from which form a significant part of her arc through
the novel that relate to the ghostly presence of Ellie. In addition to these and others, in her
section at the end, Sally offers some specific comments or replies to some accounts
regarding their veracity. With specific regard to narrations relating to the discovery of
Maria’s body, however, complexity is achieved in different ways.
Fat Dave’s account is of what Albie heard and saw. By the time the accounts are
collated some twelve to eighteen months after the events occurred, Albie is deceased,
leaving Fat Dave as the only reliable source of Albie’s experience on the beach that day
as Albie detailed it to him one night while having a meal at the pub.
And I’m probably the only one who knows this bit of it. What Albie saw. I don’t
know how much he told the cops, or even whether he spoke to em at all, to be
honest. Anyway, doesn’t matter I’m here now. I’ll do my best. (Fat Dave, TS 14)
In terms of utterance, Fat Dave’s voice is laconic and riddled with a typical Australian
vernacular. In the section cited below, a very long and apparently rambling sentence
builds up to the moment of shocking realisation.
So Albie kept walking and smiling at Bessie capering around in the shallows,
barking to fit to raise the dead, and was starting to wish he’d bought his knife with
him, carve off a couple of slices of whatever it was for bait, throw the line in later
that day, flathead for tea. And he stopped thinking about what was rolling around
in the shallows that Bessie was barking at because it wasn’t anything, a dead thing
from the sea that was all, not all that common but not unheard of and Albie was
thinking about going fishing later and maybe catching more than he’d eat and so
he’d bring a couple of bags of flathead fillets up to the Spindrift and give em away,
dust em in flour and pepper and a bit of lemon juice, sear them on a hot barbie
plate for a minute on each side, serve em with a cold beer and a bit of salad or
something else healthy, God’s own tucker mate, nothing in the world like it and
Albie often gave away fillets like that if he caught more than he needed, bless him
he was a top bloke like that and then he was close to where Bessie was carrying
on like a bloody idiot of a dog and Albie stopped walking because all of a sudden
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he could see what was in the water and it wasn’t something that should have been
there it wasn’t something at all it was a body.
Hit me like a ton of fuckin bricks he said. (Fat Dave, TS 20-21)
Orality permits the ‘colouring’ of Dave’s voice with both vernacular (“he was a top bloke
like that”) and the grammar of informal conversation (“throw the line in later that day,
flathead for tea.”) which elides unnecessary words. The structure of the very long
sentence leading up to the moment of realisation is a source of tension and an opportunity
for Dave to establish Albie’s character; the seeming incongruity of this only adds to the
underscoring tension of this crucial moment in the narrative. The last section of the
sentence is rendered almost completely without punctuation (“it wasn’t something that
should have been there it wasn’t something at all it was a body.”) in order to facilitate an
inevitable ‘rush’ towards the moment of shocking realisation that Dave might wish to
delay. Albie’s sense of shock at this realisation, and perhaps that of the listener as well,
is captured in the vernacular expression complete with its obscenity—“hit me like a ton
of fuckin bricks he said”.
The complex oral/narrative structure of this moment creates a sense of witness
(Kacandes 2001). Kacandes asserts that in such witnessing, “the construction of the
message takes centre stage; speaker and listener as witness and co-witness must orient
toward exchange so that a story of the trauma can flow” (2001, 145); Albie as witness has
addressed his experience to Dave, who in turn has reacted to the curatorial request in
providing his account of what Albie told him. In addition, we have to make a judgement
on whether Dave’s account has survived intact into the version accessed by the Listener,
and in having to activate such judgement we enter into the ‘borderworld’ of ethical trust
in our Curator. Albie is an old man, approximately 90 (even he is not entirely sure of his
age) profoundly traumatised by the discovery of Maria’s body; for these reasons, and for
Dave’s propensity to perhaps add some colour and spice things up a little bit, we cannot
(and should not) be entirely convinced that Albie’s account is rendered completely
accurately.
Albie also renders an account of the appearance of Maria’s body which is naïve
and superficial, again for reasons of shock, and narratively this contrasts with the other
account provided later, by Constable Perks. Albie notices “a piece of fabric with long
strands coming off it” around the throat, as well as “lots of marks” all over her body (p.
21). These are simple observations and lack detail or awareness (both of which Perks will
provide) and compound the sense of trauma that is instantly visited on Albie at the
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discovery of this unexpected horror. Albie is momentarily paralysed, and the depth of his
reaction is again served by an apostrophic moment of address:
He realised that the tide was going out and that she would be left here alone and
Albie realised that for all his years he had not a clue in the world about what to do
next. All right love, he said again. He moved his hand up and down in the air over
her. Fuckin hell, he said. Fuck. Albie wasn’t one for the fruity language. I know
you know that. (Fat Dave, TS 21-22)
The address function in the last sentence is connective; it reorients the reader, confirming
that this account is being relayed second-hand, simultaneously reinforcing the depth and
the severity of Albie’s reaction to finding Maria’s body. The layers of telling are
momentarily peeled away by such a statement so that the narrative architecture of Curated
Fiction is laid bare—the spell is broken, similar to an actor breaking the fourth wall to
address the audience. However, such a moment is nonetheless crucial, serving as a
reminder that real emotional truths are at play, that a real experience is being recounted
by someone well known to narrator and Curator; and therefore, with the sincerity of such
a statement, the impression of sincerity is duly conveyed to the Listener. In such an
essentially simple statement, reality, and imagination merge, and at the intersection of
such small moments lies a significant measure of the narrative and dramatic power of
Curated Fiction.
Partly for this reason and partly to provide a totally different rendering of this
important moment in the storyworld, Constable Nicholas Perks provides a completely
different account of the body. It is important to note that Perks actually provides two
narratorial roles; his first and last section in the manuscript are rendered in heavily formal
‘police report language’ and the intervening sections are his personal voice; although it
should be further noted that this personal voice also breaks into his first section. In a
footnote, Perks reveals that he can speak with candour of the events he narrates because
he is no longer a serving police officer, implying that the trauma of the events he relates
has overcome him. I will analyse his section using two theoretical points of reference—
that of a narrator’s moral isolation (Booth 1983) and Bakhtinian notions of polyphony. In
both of these conceptions it will be useful to consider that Perks is the one tragic character
in the novel: he is representative of a sense of justice that never arrives, in addition to
which his inexperience also isolates him to some degree from the inherent risks and
dangers of his vocation. Maria’s is the first body he encounters as a police officer, and it
is indeed a baptism of fire:
At this point I made careful observations of the deceased lying in situ. I have been
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impacted significantly by what I observed that day as it was clear to attending
officers that death was the consequence of a violent assault.
…
Deceased female supine. Approximately 20–25 years of age. Left leg slightly
bent, right leg straight. Small streaks of blood drying on them and further up on
thighs. Female naked with the exception of a bikini top pushed up gathered around
the throat. This item of clothing appeared to be light blue in colour. … Several
dark-coloured pock marks observed in cluster just under the ribs and tracking
down towards groin in line. Several similar marks present in the area of the upper
chest, including a large wound approximately fifteen to twenty centimetres long
angling from the base of the throat up and to the left, partly obscured by the resting
position of the aforementioned bikini top. I surmised that these marks and injuries
were a series of stab wounds.
…
There was severe and distinct bruising and swelling to her face, especially down
the left side. … Her left eye was open and staring unfixed. Her right eye was
closed and largely concealed behind heavy swelling and deep discolouration as
the result of severe bruising. Her mouth was slightly open, a line of blood present
emanating from it across her right cheek. Significant bruising was apparent along
the left jawline, suggesting impacts by a fist. Her nose appeared to be broken.
…
I could at this time determine no other evidence that was immediately apparent or
worthy of note, relating either to the circumstances or details of this apparent
criminal act or to the identity of the deceased young woman. (Const. Nicholas
Perks, TS 43-46).
There are several narrative and dramatic functions for this forensically detailed and
confronting description by Constable Perks. In the broadest contextual sense, it provides
a contrast with the description provided by Albie and relayed to Fat Dave, which is
somewhat naïve and limited in its perception. In the level of detail that Perks provides,
we are shown the full savagery and horror of the injuries inflicted on Maria, and this
provides ironic counterbalance for the notion that the perpetrator will not be identified,
despite the strong likelihood of someone else on the beach witnessing what occurred; the
vast improbability of such a violent crime being committed on an otherwise peaceful
beach on an unremarkable day is also summoned by the intricate, nearly-intimate
accounting of physical wounds that Perks relates. Aesthetically, his description shifts
from one of detached, nearly scientific objectivity to one of personal concern, and this is
marked in the text by the encroaching use of the personal pronoun ‘her’ towards the end
of the description. In addition, this is Perks in the execution of his duties and the prefacing
comment regarding its subsequent impact on him is therefore a complicating contextual
factor; this impact can be traced in his account of what he observes, illustrated by a brief
comparison of the opening and closing remarks in the above report. The first two
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sentences—“Deceased female supine. Approximately 20–25 years of age. Left leg
slightly bent, right leg straight. Small streaks of blood drying on them and further up on
thighs”—are completely detached and clinical, removing any sense that either of the
people involved in this account are human beings. Without personal pronouns or articles,
these phrases capture an objectivity borne of a sense of professional duty in the
circumstances, but it also serves to compartmentalise the trauma, both of the murder and
of Perks’s initial reaction to it. If this is Perks attempting to keep trauma at bay, we know
he does not succeed in the long term as he has just disclosed this fact—and so tension
between those two points of information is established. The sense that his detachment is
breaking is evident by the end of this account—“Her right eye was closed and largely
concealed behind heavy swelling and deep discolouration as the result of severe bruising.
Her mouth was slightly open, a line of blood present emanating from it across her right
cheek. Significant bruising was apparent along the left jawline”—with the
aforementioned subtle imposition of the third-person personal female pronoun, and the
slightly more relaxed open syntax of the sentences, instituted by such means as use of the
definite article. These features foreground, without necessarily foreshadowing, the
emotional transition Perks undergoes in the process of making these observations of the
body, and that transition will provide his central arc through the novel.
His disclosure that he is no longer a serving police officer establishes his moral
isolation, which is compounded throughout the book by his involvement in the subsequent
murder investigation that will not yield any satisfactory results. Perks is also isolated,
acting as ‘other’, in the context of the other narrators, all of whom have a much deeper or
long-term connection to Sally, the Curator; she relates to them in ways that are not
afforded Perks. His inclusion in the project is simply due to having insights that other
narrators would not have, owing to his professional involvement. Therefore, in Wayne
Booth’s terms, he is “presented as an isolated, unaided consciousness, without the support
that a reliable narrator or observer would lend … such isolation can be used to create an
almost unbearable sense of the hero’s or heroine’s helplessness in a chaotic, friendless
world” (1983, 274). This sense of isolation is compounded when Perks breaks into his
‘police report’ narrative to offer personal comment, such as needing to explain the
importance of making a joke in otherwise confronting and upsetting circumstances:
The attempt I made that day was pretty lame, and I didn’t include it in my report.
Some of the higher ups in the Job will complain that that renders the report
incomplete but I no longer have to worry about that. I walked across the beach
towards Harris and Waverly, ignoring the small crowd that had gathered but
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absolutely willing them to fuck off, and with every step I took across the sand that
afternoon I was steeling myself for what I would find at the feet of my colleagues.
‘Jesus,’ I said to them when I got there. ‘We’re going to need a bigger boat.’
It didn’t land. ‘This is fucked, Nick,’ Harris said. ‘She’s been done over with at
least two weapons.’
‘Shit.’ (Const. Nicholas Perks, TS 43)
Aside from ‘personalising’ his narrative account in contrast to the dry, formal tone of the
police report, we are admitted to an additional perspective on the events that unfolded on
the beach that day. Later, Perks makes the bold move of suggesting to his superior officer
that the beach be closed as a crime scene, which is dismissed as being impractical for
reasons of geography (the length of the beach and its dozens of access points) and a lack
of manpower—there are not the human resources immediately available for such an
undertaking, and by the time sufficient resources are available the opportunity to preserve
anything has most likely passed. All of which compounds the narrative, moral and
dramatic isolation that Perks represents: he is pitted against a completely heinous and
brutal act nearly beyond his comprehension, and he is largely powerless to ameliorate his
sense of official duty in any functional or meaningful way.
Essentially, if there is ‘plotting’ in The Sand in a traditional sense, it is very
limited. The arc of the central story of the novel is quite abrupt: a murder occurs and is
not solved. Bakhtin credits Dostoevsky with the development of the ‘novel of ideas’
which eschews traditionally ‘well-drawn’ characters and extensive, elaborate plotting in
order to draw reflective ideological moments out of narrative action. This is the role that
Constable Nicholas Perks also plays—observer, rather than narrator. As a result, he is not
dramatically obligated to perform any preconceived course of action; in all of his
accounts, things unfold as he experiences them, and he records the results. As Caryl
Emerson writes of polyphony, “Once the grip between hero and plot is loosened, and once
a dialogue of ideas (rather than a mass of exotic adventures) becomes the common
denominator between author, hero and reader, more space opens up for the reader” (1997,
128); in the examples cited above, the reader walks with Perks across the sand, towards
the grim reality and its shocks, and relates to Perks as he infers a sense of dread at what
his colleagues are observing. Perks’s relatability is insured by the twin voices of his first
account, and we recognise a divergence of self, born of trauma, in his balancing the
official reporting voice with his personal, more intimate voice. Thus, the richness and
layering of Curated Fiction is evident: it operates simultaneously on a horizontal
(narrative) plane, and a vertical (emotional-reflective) plane.
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The first section of the novel is largely dedicated to the discovery of Maria’s body
and its immediate consequences, and occurs over most of one day. The rest of the novel
travels out from this moment across the following week; structurally, then, Maria’s death
is at the narrative and ideological heart of the novel, and therefore there is significance in
articulating the moment of discovery from two very different perspectives, which might
dichotomously align with the novel’s thematic contrasts: innocence and experience, act
and consequence, trauma and resolution. Ironically, the dramatic resolution of the novel
does not occur with discovering the identity of Maria’s killer, but with the death of Albie.
Case Study 2: Maria’s Chapter
In order to place a section narrated post-mortem by Maria in some aesthetic context, I
must briefly return to its chief inspiration: Addie’s chapter in As I Lay Dying. In the
narrative schema of that novel, discussed extensively in a previous chapter, Addie
Bundren has been deceased for several days when she appears and tells her story. Her
chapter operates, in one sense, externally to the rest of the novel—it sits outside the other
voices and perspectives, as her only direct addition to that chorus—and yet her presence
permeates the action and the attitudes of most of the members of her family (especially
Vardaman). In having her speak, the very act of which gives rise to all manner of
logistical, aesthetic, philosophical and narratological queries, Faulkner is either conniving
a narrative magic trick of cosmic significance or indulging in some ventriloquist
dissonance. Given that I have drawn sufficient inspiration from the concept to allow a
direct influence in The Sand, it won’t be surprising that I lean towards the former. One
fundamental point of difference is that my manuscript is constructed as a narrative
framework defined by the explicit presence of a Curator, where As I Lay Dying is not.
Curatorial duties for that novel are shared, arguably, between Faulkner and Darl; as I have
argued, Faulkner remains mostly (but not quite) omniscient, and this omniscience allows
him to summon Addie’s voice from within her coffin. I do not have the luxury of
omniscience with The Sand since, ostensibly, the project ‘belongs’ to Sally Ringholt;
therefore, the reader should infer that for some reason or other, Maria’s chapter is
reconstructed from snippets of conversation the two of them have engaged in. Not all of
these conversations have necessarily happened on the pages of the novel—a further nod
in the direction of the disnarrated.
Firstly, a summary of Maria’s section (pp. 142-144 of the manuscript); it is brief,
at just over 700 words, and details an argumentative conversation Maria has with her
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father on her way to the airport to fly to Australia. Her father does not want her to travel
when the completion of her law degree is apparently imminent:
After a little while, he says, ‘I do not think you should be going.’
I rub my eyes with my fingers. I am exasperated always with this man. ‘Father, I
have explained. It is only for six months—’
‘You are so close to the end.’
‘I have been allowed to defer.’
‘Why would they allow it? When you are nearly qualified?’
‘It is in the rules of admission. I have done nothing wrong, and I will still qualify
when I return and complete articles.’
‘Your fellow students will be out by then. They will have the jobs.’
‘There will be other jobs!’ I stopped, taking breaths, calming myself.
(Maria Fabri, TS, p.142)
Maria’s section is significant in crafting Maria’s voice as that of someone for whom
speaking English is not natural. Sally conversed with her on several occasions, some of
which are reported elsewhere in the manuscript, and it is most likely Sally has attempted
to capture Maria’s speech and language patterns based on these interactions. Here is an
exchange between Maria and Belinda in Sally’s shop, from Belinda’s first section in the
novel:
I think for today I will just sunbathe.
Suit yourself, I said. On holidays? Always time for a swim later, eh?
Yes, she [Maria] said. I am here for a few more days.
Where’s home?
I am from Italy.
Long way.
Yes. But it is good to travel. (Belinda, TS 11)
The formal construction of Maria’s sentences and the lack of conversational contractions
creates a distinct usage, evident in Maria’s section.
There is a motif illustrating Maria’s relationship with her father and how they
parted less than amicably, circumstances which are dramatically compounded by Maria’s
death. While it might seem unusual for Sally to revisit this particular moment, it is part of
the vicarious experience Sally feels through wanting to connect with Maria as a
consequence of her (Sally’s) grief. It also foreshadows the end of the manuscript, when
Sally has a vision of Maria standing before her at the police station; Sally and Maria
remain connected, at least in the psychic manner of having to process the brutal fact of
the latter’s murder.
I will now examine Sally’s inclusion of this chapter in the project in Maria’s voice,
in the context of Curated Fiction; then I will offer theoretical reasoning to illustrate it,
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from the work of Irene Kacandes. Importantly, Maria’s chapter is, for purposes of this
analysis, the only explicitly imagined account in the storyworld of the novel—it is not
based on a situation or conversation of which Sally has any factual knowledge. In turn,
this further complicates my aesthetic project, underscoring notions of reliability and the
intersection between fiction and truth; while every other account in the novel is steeped
in veracity and operate as true statements ‘as witnessed’ by their narrators, Maria’s cannot
have been provided by her in the same way; a logical inference, therefore, is that Sally
has concocted it. Doing so significantly complicates the curatorial act, as it has been
formulated in this thesis, blurring the line between a curatorial role and an authorial role.
It also threatens the previously accepted ‘documentary’ tone of the novel as a series of
events being reported in the manner in which they happened and were observed. There
are clear suggestions that Sally is profoundly affected by what happened to Maria and her
trauma and grief are to an extent filtered through her enactment of Maria’s voice, and also
by her having a vision of Maria at the very end of the novel, as she turns to leave the
police station where she has argued for the arrest of someone who cannot have been
involved in what happened. These moments will be discussed further in Case Study 4,
which will deal with Sally’s section at the end of the novel. Maria’s chapter also
represents Sally making space in her project for herself, where she can inhabit her own
grief; where previously she has addressed this outwardly by reliving the experiences of
the traumatic events through the experiences of others, which she has requested, in this
moment she gives voice to the one account she cannot directly request.
I contend that Sally’s connection with Maria in this sense is a form of address to
her; another instance of apostrophe, as illustrated earlier. I have adapted this concept for
The Sand in having Sally not simply address Maria but recreate her; the reasons for doing
so lie in a psychological denial of the fact of her death. Through this contrived exchange
between Maria and her father, Sally is bearing witness:
When violent events result in psychic trauma … the healing of that trauma
involves integrating aspects of the experience that have been missed and this
process seems almost invariably to require another person. Presumably, at some
point during the witnessing process the self must reintegrate the experience by
testifying to the self about the occurrence. (TF, p.99)
Importantly, the other person Sally uses to enact this ‘testifying’ can only be a
construction based on her recollections and experiences of Maria. This act of
construction, however, is an integral part of the process, and the ‘turning away’ Sally
must undertake in order to address her confronting and complicated emotional state
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enables it to achieve meaning. Like Tom Crick, Sally is a traumatised self, and crafting a
representation of the person she intensely mourns, having that person speak in her own
voice, is one of the means by which Sally must address that self. It is as though Sally
draws vicarious comfort from having Maria around again, in a metaphysical sense—
hearing Maria’s voice, her language, and finding closure in them. This is the closing
section of Maria’s chapter, immediately after her father has delivered her to the airport:
For some reason, I will never know why, he drove off. I watched his car disappear
into the flood of departing traffic. I stood there and I was for a little while alone.
Then I shook my head. I walked into the vast exciting space of the airport, into
the flood of people I did not know. And everything was for a little while forgotten.
(Maria Fabri, TS 144)
The ‘summoning’ of Maria therefore serves two purposes; it underscores Sally’s
compulsion towards healing, and in a more structural sense it foreshadows the novel’s
closing sentence: “You were smiling at me,” Sally says, “and just for a tiny moment, the
sharpest flint of a bright happy second that came and then was gone again, you were safe”
(TS 251). I will discuss the significance of ending the manuscript with this moment in
Case Study 4, suffice to say here that Sally’s grief is established as the underscoring
motivation for her quest to make sense of what happened on the beach that day, therefore
her commissioning of the accounts of which the manuscript is composed; also for her
repeated need to continue connecting with Maria beyond the realm of any physical
possibility that will allow her to do so. We can transplant to Sally, in her curatorial role,
the benefit that Umberto Eco defines for readers of novels, where immersion in a fictional
world supplants the often visceral reality of the known world, giving us “the comfortable
sensation living in worlds where the notion of truth is indisputable while the actual world
seems a more treacherous place” (1994, 91); in this sense, Sally is taking a refuge of sorts
in the forging of Maria’s presence, supplanting the undesirable and traumatic truth with
one that she finds palatable. To take this point further, Gary Saul Morson states that “for
a present moment to matter, to have real weight, more than one thing must be possible at
the next moment” (Morson 2003, 62). In this regard, Sally’s reinvention of Maria, and
especially the momentary vision she has at the police station, works to reinforce central
principles of Curated Fiction—that it involves events drawn from direct experience,
intersected with elements of fictionality. Morson’s concept also serves to remind us of
the power of ambiguity within the context of Curated Fiction, and indeed the ending of
The Sand is deliberately, ironically and provocatively ambiguous: ultimately, the reader
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will know that Maria was not safe, and this failure and its traumatic consequences rests
at the heart of Sally’s emotional and narrative quest in seeking order and sequence where,
in reality, none could be found.
Case Study 3: Daniel Smart’s Voices
Dan Smart has only two short sections in the novel, pp. 159–164 and 214–216, and they
differ from one another very clearly. The first is rendered raw by Dan’s voice captured
verbatim—it is the only section of narration in the novel that is identified as an oral
recording, and is punctuated by noted periods of silence and towards the end it is clear
that Dan is making use of a smoking device (most likely to ingest marijuana) while
speaking. The two sections represent different stages of grief through which Dan is
progressing, and for comparative evidence I cite the opening of each section below:
Um, okay. I don’t really know…this is all taken me too fuckin long and I’ll be
honest I don’t really know what the point of it all is. People keep askin me you
know, how are you, and I don’t know, I still don’t know. What’s it been now,
nearly twelve months. It still fuckin hurts. That’s how I am. Wish people would
stop fuckin askin. (Daniel Smart, TS 159)
Just one more thing I might say. Haven’t told the cops this, didn’t tell Ben, haven’t
told anyone and I’m only putting it in here because it’s another part of the story
that I want to people to know I suppose. I kept it to myself I don’t know why but
the more I share about her perhaps the more … alive she will seem. I don’t know.
(Daniel Smart, TS 214)
Importantly, the first section is prefaced with a disclaimer: “Transcribed verbatim from
audio recording made by Daniel” and a subsequent footnote from Sally: “I have added
punctuation as best I could. The recording was, at times, difficult to transcribe. I don’t
think he was sitting very close to the recording device” (TS 159). This suggests that some
differences between the two accounts will also be inherent: the explicitly oral nature of
the first one, compared with the second presumably being written down; from the
comparative openings cited above, a shift in Dan’s voice—and therefore, importantly, his
emotional state—is evident.
This underscores the interplay between orality and its capacity, as elucidated
earlier in this thesis with reference to the work of Irene Kacandes, to delineate traumatic
episodes, such as the one Dan has clearly experienced. Dan’s raw spoken voice is captured
in a vernacular sense through the use of truncated words (“askin”, “listenin”, “doin,” TS
159), common grammatical misconstructions (“what kind of a bloody idiot says that to a
bloke who seen what I seen?”, TS 160) and his propensity to pepper his speech with
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obscenities almost unconsciously, as a sign that his emotional guard is down. Up to this
point we had only observed Dan’s response to Maria’s death mainly through his brother,
for whom (at least initially) Dan is mostly silent: “he and my father had that in common,
an ability to make an answer out of silence” (TS, p. 68). Part of the tension between them
arises from Ben not knowing or being sure how or when to prompt particular lines of
conversation, not knowing whether Dan is ready to discuss things or not. Therefore, this
first section of Dan’s, which comes as a rush of largely uncontrolled speech, is intended
to relieve some of that pressure—finally, the reader can listen to how Dan is feeling.
The inclusion of Dan’s verbatim voice provides a distinct change of tone for the
manuscript, and also contributes to its polyphonic texture through the representation of
vernacular speech embodied in the examples cited above. In deriving relevant concepts
from Dan’s contrasting voices in the manuscript I return to theories of the disnarrated
(Prince 1988; Dannenberg 2014). For this reason, it is important to consider that Dan’s
two chapters clearly illustrate degrees of narration, the aesthetic demands of Curated
Fiction notwithstanding. For this purpose, I accord with Gerald Prince’s definition of
narrative:
The representation (as product and process, object and act, structure and
structuration) of one or more real or fictive events narrated by one, two or several
narrators to one, two or several narratees … more specifically, the narrative is a
context-bound exchange between two parties, an exchange resulting from the
desire of (at least one of) these parties, and the ‘same’ story can have different
worth in different situations. (2003, 58;60)
The explicitly oral representation of Dan’s first section allows for a clear manifestation
of character, capturing Dan in a raw state of emotional vulnerability, but also illustrating
the “context-bound” nature of the exchange, which is twofold; Sally has sought
information that only Dan can provide, and secondly that Dan has (for reasons unknown)
chosen to provide the information verbally rather than in writing in this instance.
Importantly, Dan’s first account also interrogates the “worth” of the narration; “I don’t
really know…this is all taken me too fuckin long and I’ll be honest I don’t really know
what the point of it all is” (TS 159). If the accounts provided in The Sand can be ranged
along a continuum of distance, Dan’s first account ought to be positioned closest to a
genuinely narrative act; the inference is that other narrators have had the opportunity to
filter their experiences through memory or through the need to maintain silence regarding
specific parts of the story and their involvement in it. Dan has no such filter, reinforced
through the representation of his account as a speech act. In a manner similar to the
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psychic purpose of Maria’s chapter (though it is executed distinctly differently), Dan is
attempting to close the circuit between his present self and a traumatised self (Kacandes
2001). It is significant that he ends both sections with a similar sentiment—“I think that’s
all”—when clearly with respect to his first section, we know that this is unlikely to be
true.
Dan’s second section varies dramatically from his first. He appears calmer, most
notably, and the agitated vernacular of his first entry is no longer evident, as illustrated
by the opening sentences cited above. He is closer by now—this is within sight of the
manuscript’s conclusion—to some form of acceptance, even if he might never actually
understand what happened or why. Dan’s two sections together can be taken as an
illustration of Curated Fiction as a polyphonous act: his narrations are language as an act
of tempest, in the process of attempting to moderate often wildly immoderate human
emotions. In other words, Dan’s narrations—the first one in particular—are ideational, in
that they exposit not action but thought—they are a marking of emotional place, not of
narrative place or time. As we learned from Addie Bundren’s chapter in As I Lay Dying,
words are frequently inadequate when it comes to accurate representations of feeling;
polyphony’s role in The Sand is not simply to signify linguistic or socio-linguistic
diversity or to unpack emotional or narrative complexity, but to create shapes to fill “the
lack”, to borrow Addie Bundren’s memorable phrase.
Despite these differences, the second section represents Dan as no less
emotionally vulnerable than he is earlier. An appeal to the reader initiates the confessional
tone of his second section:
Haven’t told the cops this, didn’t tell Ben, haven’t told anyone and I’m only
putting it in here because it’s another part of the story that I want to people to
know I suppose. I kept it to myself I don’t know why but the more I share about
her perhaps the more … alive she will seem. I don’t know. (TS, p.214)
We are being included here in revelations shared with no other people in the storyworld,
which appropriately establishes intimacy for this section in which Dan reveals details of
his conversation with Maria at home, the night before she was murdered. The events Dan
relates in this section have a more traditionally narrative shape to them: he recounts a
series of moments that happen in a sequence, in an ordered way that is notably absent
from the less disciplined evocation of his first section. If orientations of narrative distance
are considered, we may find Dan’s second section further along the continuum than his
first but we should also bear in mind (a point that bears understanding for the manuscript
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as a whole) that there is very little suspension of disbelief required of the reader for
engagement in this storyworld. The experiences that Dan recounts—having an intimate
conversation with a woman he loves, making plans for the future that neither of them
know in that moment will never arrive—are precisely relatable, easily connected to
experiences that have occurred, can occur and will occur repeatedly in the actual world
many times over. Finally and most importantly, both of Dan’s sections—for their tonal
variations in voice and composition—serve to reinforce one of the core elements of
Curated Fiction, derived from Booth’s statement that “realistic narration must disguise
the fact that it is narration at all, creating the illusion that the events are taking place
unmediated by the author” (RF, 57). Intersections between story, character, narration, and
realism are rendered more complicated by the events of The Sand being drawn from actual
events. The invention of sections like those attributed to Dan are marked therefore by the
conceit that they should not bear signs of invention.

Case Study 4: Sally
I have left an examination of Sally Ringholt’s narration to the end of this synthesis, as it
provides the most important and intricately structured example of Curated Fiction at work
in The Sand. Aside from a brief introduction and a couple of footnotes, we do not hear
from Sally until the end of the manuscript. In the context of its aesthetic development,
Sally’s direct appearance in the narrative only in this position is a relatively recent
alteration—initially her accounts appeared like those of the other contributors,
interspersed at semi-regular intervals throughout. The decision to collate her sections at
the end was risky as it might have completely unbalanced the narrative; however, my
guiding wisdom came in part from Barthes, whose reference to dilatory space (making
the Reader wait) is something I have retained since the beginning of this doctoral study,
and in part from my supervisor Dr Joshua Lobb, who suggested that it made sense for
Sally to permeate the initial sections of the manuscript as an almost ethereal presence, as
the mysterious “you” to whom some of the narrators refer, and then materialise at the end:
character as resolution.
Sally has an additional emotional journey to occupy her, the death of Maria aside;
after forty or so years, she has decided to retire, which means selling the small shop that
has been the centre of her small community for all of that time. Maria’s death initially
complicates but ultimately catalyses this—if nothing else, a traumatic event will often
remind people that time is precious and should be capitalised where and when possible.
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Sally is in her sixties; she is still young enough to enjoy some freedom post-employment
and yearns in particular to travel. She is caught in a moment of real flux—a ‘change of
life’ moment, further intensified by the appalling death of an innocent and lively young
woman who had frequented the shop, with whom Sally had become friendly. Therefore,
Sally’s narration has several functions: it must account for her own past (manifested in
memories of her German grandfather, who built and initially worked in the shop); it must
establish her freedom through the sale of the shop for a considerable sum of money; and
finally it must account for the emotional consequences of Maria’s death, and it does so in
two ways. There is a final and somewhat pathetic attempt by Sally to have someone
brought to account for her murder (which comes to nothing); and as I have earlier
illustrated, the manuscript’s concluding note comes in the form of a vision Sally has as
she leaves the police station afterwards, of Maria standing before her, and of Sally’s
fervent if sadly absurd belief that for a brief moment Maria was safe.
This is a significant moment for the manuscript’s conclusion, as it draws into
focus an important narrative theory that has underpinned, in large part, Sally’s mission in
curating the accounts that comprise the manuscript in the first place. Psychologically,
Sally’s orientation might be one of denial, but more accurately for my purposes, her act(s)
of curation are connected by the disnarrated. Hilary Dannenberg concludes that theories
informing this concept “confirm the significatory power unrealised events can exert on
the human mind … [focusing] on worlds which float, often almost unseen, beyond the
actual events depicted in fiction” (2014, 309). To this end, Sally’s long section
encompasses not only her brief meetings with Maria but also represent her defining of
self: recollections of her grandfather, the only significant male role model in her life
during her formative years, and her decision to sell the shop in which she works, which
has served the community for several decades. The inference is that Maria’s murder is a
catalyst for these previously unrealised (or at least unacknowledged) events; in other
words, the horizontal of the present-day narrative axis intersects in Sally’s recounts with
the vertical axis of narrative memory and inner life. Importantly, Sally commences her
section with some doubts:
With difficulty and reluctance I come to these pages; everything was in some
acceptable place, you see. I had, as best as I could manage, endured the horror of
that week and everything that I thought it had meant. I had somehow made a fool
of myself, as I shall probably describe. I had left everything behind, in both senses
of doing so, and it was unimaginably difficult. Nothing had prepared me for it, not
even the death of dear Werner which I see now was something that perhaps I
didn’t properly comprehend at the time. It was all so—torrid. That is a good word.
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And so, Reader, you are invited to ask—why am I going through it all again in
these pages?
The short answer is that I am not. I’ve no intention. (Sally Ringholt, TS
221).
If there is reluctance, there is also resolution, then—Sally will wade into her own narrative
project on her terms.
Sally’s section encapsulates a negotiation of trauma through revisiting (and in
some cases reinventing) experience; it also provides some counterfactuality for earlier
versions of incidents that the reader might have regarded as reliable versions of those
events; her recall, for example, that Maria and Belinda were never in her shop together
(as they are in the opening account of the novel, according to Belinda). She frames this
element of her curatorial role thus:
We cannot alter the past any more than we can reliably predict the future. So the
first thing you should understand is that I am not trying to alter anything. I am not
passing any sort of judgement on what has been written, although some of it is
dubious and some of it is flagrantly incorrect. But it is what people have said—it
is their heart. I have no business telling people what happened to them and I have
never understood anyone who thinks they have that right. But what a strange and
troubling thing is the memory, don’t you think? It tries to please us. And there are
times, rarely perhaps, when we must push against that, to get to some sort of
recognisable truth. A collective understanding—yes, that’s the phrase. Individual
threads may but the overall tapestry will, hopefully, be of the right colour. (Sally
Ringholt, TS 221)
She will not attempt to correct particular accounts she has collected but she may offer her
own version of them or contrast her recall with that evident in the different accounts. All
of this is crafted for two central reasons—to utterly reiterate the illusion of complete
omniscient authorial absence from the narration (confirming the conceit that The Sand is
not the work of Cameron Hindrum), and to close emotional distance with the reader.
By stripping away notions of fiction—as crafted, structured story—The Sand is
clearly established by Sally as a documentary project, one which responds to the simple
premise that ‘this is what we all went through as a community’. External authorial agency
is removed as a result; connection with Sally (and through her with the other accounts) is
immediate and compelling. As a consequence, traditional elements of fictional craft are
also marginalised or excluded from the project altogether—there is no plot-driven
resolution, no clearly imposed temporal structure (other than that which emerges
organically from the sequence Sally has orchestrated through her ordering of the
accounts), and there is no fixed or static point of view. The first of these, arguably, is the
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most significant, and I contend that Sally’s section also, for the bittersweet manner in
which it ends, reinforces the element of the disnarrated which, as a source of regret or
hopes unrealised or unfulfilled, underscores much of the manuscript. According to
Dannenberg, this “allows the depiction of characters as living in an uncertain world of
possible events—a world more like the one we inhabit [emphasis added] and in which
we, like the characters here, construct unrealised personal narratives of the imagination”
(2014, 307). This supports the notion of intersection I have referred to previously,
whereby a representation of reality is activated by the contrived lack of fictional artifice,
which conceptually allows Sally to be completely available to the reader as a teller of her
stories, as well as facilitating a close emotional connection to events through the vicarious
nature of their revelation. In summary, Sally’s experiences, her thoughts, and emotional
states, are not omnisciently mediated: they are transparent for the reader, and therefore
operate via the illusion of being absolutely genuine.
This illusion is tempered by the moment of existential horror with which the
manuscript concludes. Sally has visited the St Helens Police Station, out of desperation
more than anything else, to assert her belief that a local young man, well known to police,
is responsible for Maria’s death. This is Parrot, who we have met earlier in one of Ben
Smart’s sections; Parrot and Dan scuffle at the Spindrift, the local pub. With an argument
constructed purely of hearsay and speculation, Sally makes her very thin case for Parrot’s
guilt to the Sergeant, who then politely informs her that Parrot could not have been
responsible as at the time of Maria’s death, he was being released from overnight custody
in Launceston, approximately two and a half hours away. Utterly bereft, Sally stands and
turns to leave the station, seeing Maria in the doorway:
And I turned around and there you were, beautiful girl, standing in the doorway
of the police station. You were smiling at me and just for a tiny moment, the
sharpest flint of a bright happy second that came and then was gone again, you
were safe. (Sally Ringholt, TS 251)
The intense focus of the last sentiment, the need for Sally to convince herself that Maria
was safe, unpacks the intensity of Sally’s trauma, borne of her inability to, in fact, prevent
harm coming to an innocent young visitor to the community over whom, if only
subliminally, Sally adopted a maternal attitude. The nature of the travesty visited upon
Maria is such that it could not be foreseen, and to an extent this perhaps adds to Sally’s
angst—how could such an act of vicious brutality occur, as it were, right under their
noses? It is also worth noting, from a technical point of view, Sally’s use of “you” to
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address Maria directly as though she is capable of listening; such address aligns with
Mildorf’s notion of affective-emotional involvement (Mildorf 2016), which enacts
empathy with the reader through a presumed appreciation of the stark emotional
resonance of this narrative moment. This is something that occurs intermittently
throughout the foregoing accounts, especially those attributed to Fat Dave, although those
moments of address are oriented to Sally (ostensibly as the one who has commissioned
their accounts). In the manuscript’s closing lines, returning to a personal address (to
someone who will never be able to respond) establishes the important intimacy that Sally
has perhaps been yearning for—intimacy that serves to reinforce the strength of the
community depicted in the manuscript through its different voices. As discussed, it also
invites the suggestion that Sally has yet to fully process her trauma; the timeframe for
when and how this might take place remains also unresolved, as another element of the
manuscript’s ambiguity. In summary, the closing moment of the manuscript is both
poignant and quietly brutal, an effect created by Sally’s desperate need for closure
contrasting with the real and traumatic understanding that such closure may remain
forever elusive.
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Synthesis & Conclusion

To conclude, I offer a concise synthesis of the four essential elements of Curated Fiction
as I have explicated them throughout this thesis. In doing so I connect these elements with
contemporary fiction-writing practice through synthesis that involves the three exemplar
texts I have used for evidence and analysis.
Below is the annotated opening passage of Sally Ringholt’s section in The Sand,
the novel’s concluding section. As I have stated, apart from some cursory footnotes and
a brief orientation at the very beginning of the novel, we do not hear Sally’s narrative
voice until this point. In annotating this passage, I have included a reference number at
relevant moments, associated with the four main elements of Curated Fiction as follows:

1. Authorial Absence
2. Unreliable Narration
3. Orality
4. Second-person secondary address (‘you-narration’)

In the passage cited, Sally interrogates her motivations and objectives while establishing
‘ground rules’ for what she is about to present as her contribution to the project that,
within the storyworld of the novel, she initiated; at the same time, she is clarifying for
herself the broader value of contributing at all.
And somehow I am returned to my own place in the story, standing by all those
empty shelves. With difficulty and reluctance I come to these pages; everything
was in some acceptable place, you see [4]. I had, as best as I could manage,
endured the horror of that week and everything that I thought it had meant. I had
somehow made a fool of myself, as I shall probably describe. I had left everything
behind, in both senses of doing so, and it was unimaginably difficult. Nothing had
prepared me for it, not even the death of dear Werner which I see now was
something that perhaps I didn’t properly comprehend at the time. It was all so—
torrid. That is a good word. And so, Reader, [4] you are invited to ask—why am
I going through it all again in these pages? [1]
The short answer is that I am not. I’ve no intention.[3] Werner would have
said, through that sweet acrid pipe smoke, that what happens has happened and
we are powerless to change it. We cannot alter the past any more than we can
reliably predict the future. So the first thing you should understand is that I am not
trying to alter anything. I am not passing any sort of judgement on what has been
written, although some of it is dubious and some of it is flagrantly incorrect.[2]
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But it is what people have said—it is their heart. I have no business telling people
what happened to them and I have never understood anyone who thinks they have
that right. But what a strange and troubling thing is the memory, don’t you think?
It tries to please us. And there are times, rarely perhaps, when we must push
against that, to get to some sort of recognisable truth. A collective
understanding—yes, that’s the phrase. Individual threads may vary but the overall
tapestry will, hopefully, be of the right colour.
Understand, then, that I will not edit myself.[1,2,3] What follows is purely
honest, or at least as honest as I am prepared to be.[2] Nothing has been kept from
what follows and all I have endeavoured to do is correct some sentences here and
there. To edit myself is to hide, I think, to create a false me. I have no interest in
being other than honest with you and I should serve that interest with as much
vigour as I can muster. Words will come as they come and I may stop and start
accordingly. To that end I will apologise if what follows is somewhat disjointed
or awkward. It is merely my attempt at being completely honest: with myself, and
more importantly, with you. [2,4]
So, please, some patience. [3] (Sally Ringholt, TS 221-222)

1.

Authorial Absence

I have argued that authorial absence creates a ‘closed-loop’ storyworld—one that appears
to have been created by the characters inhabiting it and not by an external author such as
Cameron Hindrum. This is, of course, illusory, however Curated Fiction strives to create
as thorough an illusion as possible (Chapter One, 255;258). This is achieved in The Sand
through the device of bestowing narrative custodianship on one of the characters. In my
thesis I have unpacked this using several examples. In analysing Graham Swift’s Last
Orders, I navigate the line between authorial presence and absence using the term ‘active
absence’ (Chapter Three, 286). While there is no manifestly identifiable authorial
presence in that novel, there are, of course, narrative/aesthetic features that can only have
been authorial in origin; the sequencing of passages, the inclusion of Jack’s voice postmortem, and the truncation of Amy’s final chapter. In the passage from The Sand cited
above, where Sally declares that she will not edit herself, the author is actively absent:
this declaration both suggests autonomy over the narrative process and establishes that
Sally has this autonomy bestowed upon her by Cameron Hindrum.
In my analysis of William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, I differentiate arguments
about authorial absence with reference to the concept of regret narratives (Chapter Four,
pp. 308-312). Arguably The Sand is one long regret narrative; it is Sally’s attempt to atone
for what she perceives as a failure to protect a young woman who was visiting her town,
or to adequately deliver justice for her. I illustrated the application of regret narratives to
Curated Fiction with the example of Dewey Dell and her pregnancy (p. 310) and further
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connected this to Faulkner’s implied authorship. In Sally’s questioning of herself—“why
am I going through it all again in these pages?”—we can sense equal measures of despair,
reluctance and regret; qualities that propel Sally to visit the local police station to accuse
someone of Maria’s murder, incorrectly to her embarrassment, in the closing scene of the
novel.

2. Unreliable Narration
In Chapter One, I focus the broad conceptual floodlight of unreliable narration into a
single beam that illustrates how this concept relates specifically to Curated Fiction
(Chapter One, 257). In summary, the use of unreliable narration creates levels of telling—
a first-hand account is mediated through a Curator, and may have been initially unreliable
or rendered more so through the process of mediation, for a variety of reasons—which
activates reader choice regarding ‘which information is reliable and which is fanciful or
digressive’ (257). The other clear consequence for Curated Fiction is the nexus between
unreliable narration and ambiguity, whereby any clear sense of resolution of narrative (to
the extent that this is possible) may as much be the work of the reader rather than an
explicit sense of resolution offered by how events are narrated.
In Waterland, these qualities are what allow the novel to be considered a work of
Curated Fiction despite a singular narrative source (Tom Crick). Much of his narration is
digressive, even within paragraphs—especially paragraphs that relate emotionally
confronting moments from his past. I illustrate this using the visit to Martha Clay later in
the novel (Chapter Two, 272, 275-6). There is a clear alignment between the need for
self-protection that is shared to some degree by Tom Crick and by Sally in the passage
cited—and note that Sally makes provision for possible contradiction or ambiguity: “it is
merely my attempt [emphasis added] at being completely honest”.
In As I Lay Dying, Vardaman provides effective illustration of how one facet of
unreliable narration can be used to question widely held notions of reality, especially that
constructed within the context of Faulkner’s storyworld (“My mother is a fish,” AILD
73). Vardaman has difficulty processing what is happening, particularly in relation to his
mother’s death; his famous single-sentence chapter is the most confronting example of
apparent avoidance-as-perception. Vardaman either cannot process or cannot accept what
the other characters, and readers, know—that Addie has died; for him, such acceptance is
either impossible or should be avoided, and simultaneously we are reminded of its
significant impact on him. So it is with Sally, that in declaring she will be “as honest as I
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am prepared to be” she may yet find some things too difficult to confront, and the reader
may not know exactly where the line has been drawn. Significantly, Sally’s account when
it arrives is also digressive; delays reaching the final troubling moment of her account by
relating memories of her grandfather or recounting the sale of the shop; just as Tom
Crick’s personal narrative must sooner or later arrive at the moment of his brother’s
suicide, Sally’s must arrive at the fleeting, deeply confronting vision she has of Maria
outside the police station.

3. Orality
This concept is possibly the most fundamental in understanding how Curated Fiction
works, for two reasons; firstly, in Last Orders and As I Lay Dying there is an explicit
sense of characters speaking to the reader directly rather than writing (or being written)
and many language features and stylistic flourishes capture this quality of speech. So, it
is in The Sand, where the characters are captured in the immediacy of voice rather than
constructions of words. My theoretical foundation for this concept is Irene Kacandes, who
makes the point that “such a definition not only relates to factors governing the aesthetic
composition of texts, but to text–reader interactions as well, in which the reader discerns
a sense of being addressed and encounters a work of fiction as conversation” (TF, p. xiii).
Secondly, orality has a clear role in establishing narration as a means of coping
with/processing trauma. Each of the three exemplar novels features characters coping
with various degrees of trauma. Importantly, one of the methods Kacandes discusses to
facilitate this is the rhetorical device of apostrophe, of ‘turning away’ to address someone
who cannot or will not respond. I cite Amy’s last chapter in Swift’s Last Orders as an
example, in which she addresses her unseen, profoundly disabled daughter in an account
which builds up to such a state of emotive intensity that it truncates mid-sentence.
William Faulkner goes one step further with the technique, using it to emphasise
the regionality of his characters and thus locate the events of As I Lay Dying firmly in a
specific place. This is perhaps most notable with Anse, the weary and wearying patriarch
of the Bundren clan, with utterances such as “Durn that road” (AILD 29). The nexus
between voice and character, incorporating Bakhtinian notions of polyphony whereby
characters are defined both as themselves and within their storyworld by how they speak
as much as what they say, is explicated in several instances in The Sand: Nicholas Perks
bookends his accounts in the novel with a distinctly formal ‘police report’ language,
completely objective, offering nothing more than strict observations of the scene before
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him and his immediate professional response to it. As previously discussed, the first
appearance of Dan Smart in the novel is via a transcribed recording of him actually
speaking of his emotional pain and grief after Maria’s death.
Importantly, Sally also concludes the novel with an act of apostrophe: as she
leaves the police station, she has fleeting vision of Maria, long deceased by this point,
standing before her. Sally has a brief conflicted moment—the reality of what has
happened coming up against what might have or should have happened. This conclusive
moment also highlights the importance of second-person narration (addressed
subsequently) and its clear interaction with orality.
This essence of Sally’s communication is also captured in the example cited above
in conversational bites such as “The short answer is that I’m not. I’ve no intention.” Such
admissions operate to further delineate Sally’s thinking and create the sense that it is
happening on the page, as it were, in the moment: these are her conclusions, shared with
us as she makes them. The intimacy, empathy, and sense of connection this creates with
the reader is a crucial component of orality and one of the clearest reasons why it is a
crucial element of Curated Fiction.

4. Second-Person Secondary Address (you-narration)
I claim in Chapter One that empathy is generated most effectively in a work of Curated
Fiction through the agency of you-narration; specifically in the case of The Sand and
Sally’s section, through occasional direct address to the reader: “And so, Reader, you are
invited to ask” (TS 221). Empathy operates in Curated Fiction through a sense of shared
experience—the reader is intimately taken inside the events that are recounted (often
uncomfortably so) and this voyeuristic quality is in turn established through the clear
sense of connection created between, in the case, Curator and reader. Furthermore,
Jarmila Mildorf states that this connection will occur “if we as readers can arguably come
to feel close to the character more easily if his or her disposition and experiences match
our own” (Mildorf 2016, 146).
In Last Orders, Amy addresses her severely disabled daughter June: “You should
have fled the nest by now, you shouldn’t want me around” (LO 274). In this instance, to
address to another character explicates connection within the storyworld while also
serving to clearly establish empathy with the reader—we can clearly connect with Amy’s
trauma, which intensifies to the point where she is unable to conclude its final sentence
which articulates a crucial (and emotionally very difficult) admission. The sense of reader
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connection during this chapter is no less effective for the lack of a direct address—we are
still witnessing a very intimate moment between mother and daughter, which in turn
enables a clear empathic understanding to also underscore our engagement with Amy and
her heartbreak; simultaneously the narrative act is intensified, complicated and rendered
insightful (Chapter Three, 300).
Such intimacy is also present in the chapter narrated by Addie Bundren in As I
Lay Dying; there is no formal second-person address but there is an underlying sense that
she is addressing the reader, established at least in part by the confessional tone of her
voice. (I define the notion of ‘character as voice’ extensively in the chapter on As I Lay
Dying.) While this is a clearly less overt use of secondary address, it nevertheless forges
connection with the reader—and in this case, of course, that connection is significantly
complicated by Addie’s chapter appearing in the sequence of the novel after the moment
of her death. Additionally, Waterland can be read as one long-form address; the conceit
that its narrator, Tom Crick, has interrupted a history lesson to address his class regarding
his own personal history and trauma, underscores this reading, which creates the sense of
an audience (or a focus for his address) for him.
You-narration, then, creates a sense of someone (or a group) being addressed,
which closes the communicative act of narration—someone is telling, someone (tangible
or otherwise) is listening. In doing so, it establishes a vital connection that is enacted
through empathy or shared understanding, between those narrating and those for whom
the narration, with whatever degree of veracity it comes, is intended. Sally strives for
some relatability in revealing her fragility, her torment over the events that are related in
the novel and again this is reinforced by her direction to the reader though pronouns of
address. This simultaneously suggests some inter-communication within the storyworld
and between storyworld and reader, but it also reinforces the sense of community at the
emotional heart of The Sand—that these are people very well known to each other,
striving to make sense of incomprehensible events.

As I have made clear, there is no fixed recipe for Curated Fiction—it is adaptable and
can/should be manipulated across an enormous variety of fictional contexts. A very recent
example, to further demonstrate this, is Kate Grenville’s A Room Made of Leaves,
whereby the framing device of a package of long-lost diaries and letters found in the
ceiling of a colonial property in Parramatta provide ‘evidence’ for an autobiography of
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Elizabeth Macarthur. While the framing device itself is revealed to be a fiction, the use
of source materials to craft a narrative is an act of Curation—decisions might be made
about what is useful and what can be disregarded. Grenville’s admission of completely
fabricating the scenario is also itself an act of Curation, and this is so because it
complicates the reader–author intersection considerably—not least because, although
some elements of Macarthur’s story as written by Grenville are invented by her, others
are factual, and the reader must navigate which is which.
However, while there are certain features which can be identified as exemplars of
Curated Fiction, some strong guiding aesthetic principles ultimately define the form: the
devolution of responsibility for telling from an authorial identity, the complication of
veracity, the confrontation of/dissembly from traumatic moments and their consequences.
There are possibilities for further research and analysis into the ways in which such
principles can manifest themselves in the creation of fiction, such as in the intersection
between polyphony and the disnarrated and the consequences arising from such an
intersection for character, voice and exposition. In striving for innovative ways to tell
stories and communicate character, however, Curated Fiction has one inherent
possibility—to take readers, in Tennyson’s phrase, “beyond the utmost bound of human
thought”.
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